
Lesson Fifteen

SERVING OTHERS 

"Saved to Serve" is a motto which some people tack up on their walls.  Though a cliche, there  
is a real element of truth hidden in this phrase.  It could be seen better if the words were  
reversed: "We serve because we are saved." 

The desire to serve others is the natural response of a man when he finds God.  God gives  
him so much that it is almost automatic to want to give in return to others.  But sometimes this  
impulse to serve gets sidetracked, and we find that some of our churches have evolved into  
nothing more than rather exclusive clubs.  The members go about serving to perpetuate the  
church while neglecting the real, human needs of people all around them.  The church  
becomes an end in itself rather than a launching pad for service. 

Or  the service is done for our own sakes, not for others.  C. S. Lewis wrote an epitaph for  
such a person:  

Erected by her sorrowing brothers
In memory of Martha Clay.
Here lies one who lived for others; 
Now she has peace.  And so have they. 1

We all have met people who make a nuisance of themselves in the name of selfless service. 

What does the Bible say about serving others? For an answer to this let's turn to James 2:14-
26. 

What does it profit, my brethren, if a man says he has faith, but has not works? Can his  
faith save him?  If a brother or sister is ill-clad and in lack of daily food, and one of you  
says to them, "Go in peace, be warmed and filled," without giving them the things  
needed for the body, what does it profit?  So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.  
But some one will say, "You have faith and I have works." Show me your faith apart  
from your works, and I by my works will show you my faith.  You believe that God is  
one; you do well.  Even the demons believe - and shudder.  Do you want to be shown,  
you foolish fellow, that faith apart from works is barren? Was not Abraham our father  
justified by works, when he offered his son Isaac upon the altar?  You see that faith  
was active along with his works, and faith was completed by works, and the scripture  
was fulfilled which says, "Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as  
righteousness"; and he was called the friend of God.  You see that a man is justified by  
works and not by faith alone.   And in the same way was not also Rahab the harlot  
justified by works when she received the messengers and sent them out another way?  
For as the body apart from the spirit is dead, so faith 1part from works is dead.  

Revised Standard Version 

1 Poems; London: Geoffrey Dies; New York: Harcourt, Brace & World; page 134.  Copyright  
@ 1964 by the Executors of the Estate of C. S. Lewis.  Reprinted by permission of Geoffrey  
Dies Ltd., and Harcourt, Drace & World, Inc.



A.  Analysis 

This is one of the problematic passages of the New Testament.  Because of these verses,  
Martin Luther concluded that James wrote "truly an epistle of straw." In your Bible study you  
will encounter other passages that are difficult to understand. 

Therefore, in this lesson I want to discuss not only James' teaching about service to others,  
but the technique of interpreting difficult passages. 

The first step in handling a hard passage is to locate precisely the problem. 

1.  First then let's find James' main point in this passage.  What are the two key (and most oft  
repeated) words? 

a)________________________________b)__________________________________

2.  What statement does James repeat (in various ways) some five times in which these key 
words feature?

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________
3.  Now consider Paul's statement in Galatians 2: 16: "A man is not justified by works of the 

law but through faith in! Jesus Christ. . . . because by the works of the law shall not one be 
justified." How does this seem to contradict James' (especially vs. 24)?

This then is the problem in the passage: Do Paul and, James teach contradictory ideas? 
4.  The second step in interpreting a difficult passage is to delve into the reasons that led the 

author to say what he did.  This may involve some research into the conditions (social, 
political, religious, etc.) that prevailed at that time of writing.  More often it means careful 
scrutiny of the passage and its context.

If you find the next four questions too difficult, skip them and go to question 8. 

What problem does James point out in verses 15 and 16 that has led him to write the way 
he does?
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________

5.  To what sort of people is James writing?  Men who have just become Christians or men 
who have counted themselves Christians for some time? If you feel you can't answer this 
from the immediate passage, refer to the context. 
_________________________________________________________________



_________________________________________________________________

6.  What does James seem to mean by the word "believe" in verse 19? What sort of belief is 
this? Recall Lesson 1 (Learning to Love God).
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________

7.  On the basis of your answers to questions 4, 5, and 6, write a brief description of the sort 
of person James pictures as he writes about faith and works. 
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________

8.  The third step, after analyzing the passage and its background, is to turn to the 
commentaries and to the theologians.  Be assured that if you have a problem with a 
Scripture passage, others in the past have also worried about the same thing. 

Here is Barclay's treatment of this passage.  When you have read this go back and 
answer questions 4-7 if you have left them blank. 

The fact remains that James reads as if he were at variance with Paul; for. . . the main 
emphasis of Paul is upon grace and faith, and the main emphasis of James is upon action 
and works. . . . 

(First one must realize that) there are two kinds of belief.  There is belief which is purely 
intellectual, and which consists in the acceptance of a fact with the mind.  For instance, I 
believe that the square of a right-angled triangle equals the sum of the squares on the 
other two sides.  I have no doubt that that is true.  If I had to, I could prove it - but it makes 
no difference at all to my life and my living. 

On the other hand, I believe that six and six make twelve, and, therefore, I will resolutely 
refuse to pay more than a shilling for two sixpenny bars of chocolate.  I accept that fact - 
and I direct my life by it.  What James is arguing against is, in fact, the first kind of belief, 
the acceptance of a fact without allowing the fact to have any influence upon life. . . . 

What, in fact, Paul held is the second kind of belief.  To believe in Jesus was to take that 
belief into every part and section of life, and to live by it. . . . 

But, even allowing for that, there is still a difference between James and Paul.  And the 
main difference is this - they begin at different times in the Christian life.  Paul begins at 



the very beginning.  He insists that no man can ever win or earn the forgiveness of God; 
no man can 'ever put himself into a right relationship with God.  That initial step must come 
from the free grace of God. . . . 

James begins much later; James begins with the professing Christian, the man who 
already claims to have been forgiven, the man who already claims to be in this right 
relationship with God.  Such a man, James rightly says, must live a new life for he is a 
new creature.  He has been justified; he must now go on to show that he is sanctified. 
And with that Paul would have entirely agreed. . . . 2

9.  In your own words now, explain how James and Paul complement rather than contradict 
each other.  In other words, what is the relationship between faith and works? 
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

10.  There is a very apt illustration in vs. 15 and 16.  What are the needs of the particular 
people mentioned there? 

a)________________________________________________________________

b)________________________________________________________________
What does the so-called "Christian" do in the face of these needs? 

_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________

Why does he do this?
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________ 

What ought he to have done?
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________

11.  What is James' conclusion (vs. 17) concerning this man's faith?
__________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________ 

2 The Letters of James and Peter (The Daily Study Bible), translated and interpreted by  
William Barclay; Edinburgh: The Saint Andrew Press; Philadelphia: The Westminster Press;  
1961; pp. 85-87.  Used by permission. 



12.  This illustration applies even today.  In every country there are thousands of ill-clad, 
hungry people.  What has been your response to the needs of these people?
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________ 

13.  James next imagines a conversation (vs. 18-20).  What is the only way a person can 
show that he has faith?
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

14.  What doctrine does this man who has only faith and no, works believe? 
_________________________________________________________________
His belief is shared as well by the supernatural evil powers ( demons) .  They know well 
enough that God is God, yet they remain evil.  What is lacking in their "faith"? Recall 
question 8.
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

15.  Read Genesis 22:1-20 for the background to James' discussion of Abraham. 
Likewise you will find the Rahab incident recorded in Joshua 2: 1-21.  Both these 
incidents point out what once again? 

B.  Implications 
James is painfully clear: if your faith is authentic, you will do good works.  It is no good 
sitting back and rejoicing in your glorious salvation - while the rest of the world goes by in 
need.  It is no good even sitting back in church and rejoicing in the fellowship - when 
hungry, ill-clad people roam the streets.  If your faith is real, you will be out there helping 
the needy. 
What James asks us to do is to give.  And what we can give is our money and our time. 
How do you invest your time and money? In other words, how do you give yourself to 
others?  
The chart below will help you as you ponder these questions.  Now obviously you can't be 
vitally concerned over each area mentioned.  But in some concrete way you ought to be 
giving yourself to others.  As you go over the chart, try to dis- cover that area through 
which you can serve others, if you are not already involved. 

16, How do I give (or ought I to be giving) of myself in terms of: 
a)  Hungry, impoverished people?

Time___________________________________________________________
Money_________________________________________________________



b) Church work? 
Time___________________________________________________________
Money_________________________________________________________

c)  Sharing my faith with those who don't know Christ?
Time___________________________________________________________
Money_________________________________________________________

d) Social and relief organizations?
Time___________________________________________________________
Money_________________________________________________________

e) Missionary work around the world?
Time___________________________________________________________
Money_________________________________________________________

f) The political needs of my town and my nation?
Time___________________________________________________________
Money_________________________________________________________

g) Other areas of service?
Time___________________________________________________________
Money_________________________________________________________

FOR YOUR CONSDERATION 

The Church is never true to itself when it is living for itself, for if it is chiefly concerned with 
saving its own life, it will lose it.  The nature of the Church is such that it must always be 
engaged in finding new ways by which to transcend itself.  Its main responsibility is always 
out- side its own walls in the redemption of common life.  That is why we call it a redemptive 
society.

The outgoing character of the Christian movement is of such crucial importance that when it is 
understood, many of our religious presuppositions are thereby altered or rejected.  One result 
of such understanding is the recognition of the complete ineptitude of the idea of a 
"churchgoer."  Christians may indeed come in, but they do so only that they may, in 
consequence, go out, and furthermore, that they may go out with greater effectiveness.



Though it is discouraging to find how few of the millions of nominal Christians have even a 
slight comprehension of this, it is heartening to find it understood in some places.  Thus, the 
Second Congregational Church of Grand Rapids prints, at the end of its order of events, in its 
weekly bulletin, 

The End of Worship---
The Beginning of Service. (pp. 69-70) 

If this analysis is correct it bears closely on the question of what a Christian is meant to be in 
the twentieth century, as well as what Christians were in the first century.  It means that no 
person is really a Christian at all unless he is an evangelist or is getting ready to be one.  The 
person who supposes that he can be a Christian by observing a performance, whether of the 
Mass or anything else, has missed the whole idea. 

There is nothing wrong with watching a performance, providing the watching serves to make 
the daily apostleship more real, but there is terrible wrong in watching a performance 
whenever this serves as the end.  The Church, however large its buildings and however 
grand its ceremonies or vestments, is a denial of Christ unless it is affecting the world - in 
business and government and education and many other segments of human experience. 
(pp. 70-71) 

All who care deeply about the Christian cause are heartened when they hear of imaginative 
new ways in which penetration is occurring.  One of the most successful of the new efforts is 
the establishment of The Potter's House in Washington, D.C. 

The Potter's House is a Christian coffee house, located by careful design in an area in which 
many young people are living in boardinghouses or apartments, and where the 67 races tend 
to meet.  The building is not marked by religious symbols, but looks, from the outside through 
the big windows, like a clean, attractive place in which to spend some time over a cup of 
coffee.  Though it was established and is supported by a local church, it is never used as a 
means of promoting that church's attendance or membership or finance.  People simply drop 
in, sip their coffee, talk, look at exhibits, and go out. 

The members of the supporting churches take turns at the task of being in The Potter's House 
each evening, waiting on tables, sitting with the guests, and being inconspicuous parts of the 
crowd.  If a conversation about Christ and His cause starts, the members feel free to enter 
into it, but they never start it.  They listen to complaints, to attacks, to expressed bitterness, to 
arrogant sophistry; they listen with patience, and they answer as well as they can, mindful of 
the glorious admonition.  Always be prepared to make a defense to any one who calls you to 
account for the hope that is in you, yet do it with gentleness and reverence" (I Peter 3: 15) 

The result of this program is that many disrupted and uprooted people of all ages, who would 
never knowingly enter a building labeled religious, will actually enter such a building.  For the 
first ten months of operation the customers at The Potter's House averaged ten thousand a 
month.  The consequent changes in some lives is phenomenal.  Many people, as a result of 
long hours in this particular setting, now have a wholly new understanding of what the Church 
as a redemptive movement really is (pp 76-77).

From The Company of the Committed
by Elton Trueblood; New York: Harper & Row



FOR YOUR BOOKSHELF 
1.  The Company of the Committed by Elton Trueblood; New York: Harper & Row.  Trueblood 

suggests various ways in which the church can serve in contemporary life. 
2.  God's Frozen People by M. Gibbs and T. R. Morton; London: Fontana; Grand Rapids: Wm. 

B. Eerdmans.   A book about the ordinary Christian and his role in the life and ministry of 
the church. 

3.  We the People by Kathleen Bliss; London: S.C.M. Press; Philadelphia: Fortress Press. 
Another book about the layman. 

4.  A Theology of the Laity by Hendrik Kraemer; London: Lutterworth Press; Philadelphia: 
Westminster Press.  A theological statement of the relationship between the clergy and the 
laity. 

5.  Have Time and be Free by Theodore Bovet; London: S.P.C.K.; Richmond, Va.: John Knox 
Press.  A Swiss psychiatrist talks simply and sanely about the best use of time. 

6.  The Experiment of Faith by Samuel Shoemaker; New York: Harper & Row; especially pp. 
40-64.  How to work for Christ through your job. 

7.  To Be a Man by Robert Spike; New York: Association Press.  Discusses the Christian at 
work, at play, in love and at worship.

8.  The Way by Robinson and Winward; especially pp. 70-80. 
9. Companions of the Way by Robinson and Winward; especially pp. 82-88.  The Christian as 

a citizen. 
10.  Christians and Power Politics by Alan Booth; London: S.C.M. Press; New York: 

Association Press.  A suggested Christian approach to politics. 
11.  Christianity and the Social Order by William Temple; London: S.C.M. Press. 
12.  Christianity and Economic Problems by D. L. Munby; London: Macmillan; New York: St. 

Martins Press. 
13.  Missions in Crisis by Fife and Glasser; London: Inter-Varsity Fellowship; Chicago: Inter-

Varsity Press.   A challenge to rethink missionary strategy in the present age in the face of 
the forces of communism, nationalism and revolution. 

14.  Missionary Opportunity Today by Leslie Lyall; London: Inter-Varsity Fellowship; Chicago: 
Inter-Varsity Press. 

15.  The Unchanging Commission by David Adeney; London: Inter-Varsity Fellowship; 
Chicago: Inter-Varsity Press.  Our obligations to missions. 


