Symbolism Vs. Substance
James 2:14  What doth it profit, my brethren, though a man say he hath faith, and have not works? can faith save him?  15  If a brother or sister be naked, and destitute of daily food,  16  And one of you say unto them, Depart in peace, be ye warmed and filled; notwithstanding ye give them not those things which are needful to the body; what doth it profit?

(Introduction)

There is a mind-set, a way of thinking that has rooted itself in the American conscience that is proving to be deadly.  It was first noted in the activist 60’s.  That was the generation that saw it’s genesis.   I hope that you will allow me to borrow a phrase that has been coined by the social commentator and radio host, Rush Limbaugh.  He refers to this mind-set as symbolism over substance.   This mind-set, or way of thinking seems to be that it does not matter so much what I do, as it does what my intentions are.  

We see this ideology demonstrated so much in our society.    People go to great lengths to state that they care about cause a or b.  But it seems that the extent of their caring is that they have said that they care.  It is really not necessary to do anything for or about the homeless, AIDS victims, cancer patients, genocide in foreign countries,  or any one of a hundred other issues, as long as you have stated that you care.  

I see celebrities wearing colored ribbons.  One is for AIDS awareness, another is for breast cancer awareness, and another is to raise awareness of the plight of the hump-backed whale.   The list goes on and on.  Most of them are very worthy causes.  I am sure there are many people who work very hard for these causes, but for most of the people, the extent of their caring is to wear a colored ribbon, and say “I care”.   It is silliness.  It is non-productive.  It helps no one.  (Pink ribbon in the window of Boston Market)  Somehow the symbol is supposed to say that I care in spite of the fact that I am doing nothing for the cause.  

Bumper stickers that say, visualize world peace, are meaningless.  Peace symbols.  There was a generation that thought they cold bring peace by wearing this symbol around their neck, and spray painting it on over passes.  But they sad reality is it just is not that simple.  Some one has to be willing to do whatever it takes to make the sentiments of the symbol come to pass.  

Our President, who is a product of the generation that formed this ideology, ran for office and won by telling people that he cared about them.  How do you know he cares?  Well, because he said that he cares.  And in this day and age that seems to be enough.  They wore the ribbon, they marched in the parade, they waved a banner.  And somehow all of that is supposed to mean something.  

Now, I am always interested in what is happening in society.  Humanity is endlessly intriguing to me.  But I do not come to preach on social issues.  There are far weightier matters we need to discuss.  But I feel the need to approach my subject form this certain direction because, through our daily interaction,  we will take ideology from the world and bring it into our walk with God.    Inevitably what we accept as true in the natural realm we will accept as true in the spiritual realm also.    God foresaw everything.  He foreknew the mindset of this generation who would accept symbolism over substance, and directed a message to us.  The message from James in a nutshell is this; It does not matter what you say if your actions do not back it up.

Saying you care does not make it so.

Saying you love does not make it so.

Saying you really want to be something does not make it so.

It matters not whether we are talking about the homeless or a relationship with God.  

James 2:14  What doth it profit, my brethren, though a man say he hath faith, and have not works? can faith save him?  15  If a brother or sister be naked, and destitute of daily food,  16  And one of you say unto them, Depart in peace, be ye warmed and filled; notwithstanding ye give them not those things which are needful to the body; what doth it profit?

What good are your words if your actions do not back them up.  The symbol is meaningless without the substance to back it up.   Noble sentiments cannot clothe the naked or feed the hungry.  

Psalm 19:14  Let the words of my mouth, and the meditation of my heart, be acceptable in thy sight, O LORD, my strength, and my redeemer.

There must be a connection between what my heart desires and my mouth speaks.  

In Exodus 19 God made covenant with Israel.  Listen to their response to the law of God.

Exodus 19:8  And all the people answered together, 

and said,   All that the LORD hath spoken we will do.

Yet days later this people were found in a drunken orgy around a golden calf.  They said they would obey, but their actions in no way mirrored their words.  It is not enough to say what you will do, you must then do it.   Their fickleness and their faithlessness angered God.   

What you do proves your passions much more than what you say.  Do not say you love God if being in His house is a burden and a chore.  If reading His Word is a task you find difficult.  

Matthew 6:21  For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.

You will find time and resources for what is important to you.  You will find a way to do what you really want to do.   There will be things we feel the need to pay lip-service to, and we will say that we care, that we love, that we want, but ultimately our actions will prove how much we care.

It is easy to get hung up on the trappings of a religious lifestyle and never make a real connection with God.   It is easy to acquire the symbols of religion and not posses the substance.  The symbols alone are meaningless and worthless.  Wearing a crucifix means nothing if you do not have faith in the shed blood of Christ to cleanse you from you sins.  

Amos 5:21  I hate, I despise your feast days, and I will not smell in your solemn assemblies. 22  Though ye offer me burnt offerings and your meat offerings, I will not accept them: neither will I regard the peace offerings of your fat beasts.  23  Take thou away from me the noise of thy songs; for I will not hear the melody of thy viols.

You have all of the symbols. But because your relationship with me is broken, it means nothing.  

Christ spoke to the Pharisees, who’s world was consumed by religious minutiae.   This people lived their lives in strict accordance with the law of God, but somehow did not know the God of the law. 

Matthew 15: 7  Ye hypocrites, well did Esaias prophesy of you, saying, 8  This people draweth nigh unto me with their mouth, and honoureth me with their lips; but their heart is far from me.

What you say does not matter nearly as much as what you do. 

We say we love God.  But the words of our mouth will not be the final proof of that.  How do we love God?  

I John 14: 15  If ye love me, keep my commandments.

It should be more than a statement  or a song.  Our love for Christ should manifest itself in how we live our lives.   This is the truth He demonstrated for us.

I John3:16  Hereby perceive we the love of 

God,  because he laid down his life for us:

What would it have profited us if God had declared His love for us by stating that He loved us, and then leaving it at that?

Romans 5: 8  But God commendeth his love toward us, 

in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.

Paul wrote to Timothy and described a people that will have a form of Godliness.  They will have certain symbols.  But they will deny the power of the gospel.  The power is not in the appropriating to yourself the forms of religion, the power is in fulfilling the function.  Paul said there will be people who will have the form, but that is all. 

James 1:22  But be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving your own selves. 23  For if any be a hearer of the word, and not a doer, he is like unto a man beholding his natural face in a glass: 24  For he beholdeth himself, and goeth his way, and straightway forgetteth what manner of man he was. 25  But whoso looketh into the perfect law of liberty, and continueth therein, he being not a forgetful hearer, but a doer of the work, this man shall be blessed in his deed. 26  If any man among you seem to be religious, and bridleth not his tongue, but deceiveth his own heart, this man's religion is vain.  27  Pure religion and undefiled before God and the Father is this, To visit the fatherless and widows in their affliction, and to keep himself unspotted from the world.

Pure religion involves some doing not just saying.  It is not enough to make a declaration of faith.  Our faith must involve some doing for it to be effective and powerful.  God needs us to be active in our faith.

The Bible goes to great lengths to establish the church as the body of Christ in the earth. Why does God need a body, a physical presence in earth?  The body of Christ when He walked the earth in a physical form had a cert ain function and role to fulfill.  He was the sacrifice for sin.   “Without the shedding of blood there is no remission of sin”  So he came to be that sacrifice, and there was need for a body.  The Bible lets us know that He fulfilled that role.

Hebrews 10:10  By the which will we are sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all. 11  And every priest standeth daily ministering and offering oftentimes the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins:  12  But this man, after he had offered one sacrifice for sins for ever, sat down on the right hand of God;  13  From henceforth expecting till his enemies be made his footstool.  14  For by one offering he hath perfected for ever them that are sanctified.

After His sacrifice there was no more need for an atonement offering.  So why did God specify that the church would be the body?  Why does God need a body in the earth today?  Can you imagine if the Christ had not come in a visible presence?  A blind mans eyes would open, a lame man would begin to walk,  a dead boy would spring to life, and know one would know where the healer deliverer was, nor who he was, nor what he was.  But because there was a visible presence they knew who did these works.

Matthew 5:16  Let your light so shine before men, that they may

 see your good works, and glorify your Father which is in heaven.

God needs a body in the earth, so that He can perform the miraculous through it, and the world will see and give Him glory.  But that can only happen when we get beyond the outward form of religion and begin to fulfill our function as the body of Christ.

