
The Five Legged Cow. A sermon delivered at Mt. Hope by Rev. Steven Schafer on 
November 10, 20013. Texts: Genesis 15:2-6 and James 2:14-26.  

 
Back in 1973 a research organization (Darley and Batson) conducted a 

fascinating experiment. It took place at Princeton Theological Seminary, one of the 
most prestigious schools for ministry in the country. What it was was an experiment to 
see whether potential ministers would actually practice what they preached. The 
homiletics professor (homiletics is what we call preaching) gave this assignment to his 
students: "Prepare a sermon on the 'Good Samaritan' passage in the New testament in 
the next 20 minutes, then go over to the auditorium in Smith Hall (which was across 
campus) and deliver it. Now, many of you probably think that would be an easy thing to 
do. After all, how long does it take to write a twenty minute sermon? - Twenty minutes?  
The fact of the matter is that a seasoned minister can crank one out in 3-4 hours. I've 
been doing this for a very long time and I've seldom prepared a sermon in less than 
three... But a seminary student – especially when he or she is to be graded, can take 
up to eight hours, what with research and writing and rewriting and rehearsing and 
rewriting again… So these students were under a considerable amount of pressure to 
get the assignment done - twenty minutes for an entire sermon. Right off they all had to 
accept the fact that their sermons wouldn't be top notch - but hopefully good enough to 
get a respectable grade.  

Unknown to them, the research organization had hired and placed at least one 
actor in the path of each student The actor was to act as though he or she was in some 
kind of distress – choking or falling or hurt in some manner. 
 
 The scene is set and the students quickly prepare their mini-sermon and one-by-
one head for Smith Hall as soon and as quickly as their sermons were as ready as 
they were going to be. Here is what happened:  Ninety percent of the pressured 
seminary students ignored the needs of the suffering person in their haste to get 
across campus. The study actually states: “Indeed, on several occasions, a seminary 
student going to give his talk on the parable of the Good Samaritan literally stepped 
over the victim as he or she hurried on their way!” Doesn't say much for us ministers 
does it? 
 
 A few years ago Barbara Burgess had a similar experience. She wrote me a note 
about it back then that I still have: 

Ten years ago, before cell phones, I was driving I-75 with a friend about my 
own age in the next seat.  She spots, beside the highway, a man dragging himself 
along without use of his legs.  It was the classic stranger needing our help beside 
the road.  I pulled over and we helped him into the back seat.  His car was left a 
ways back down the road and he was trying to drag himself to the exit.  He didn't 
even have crutches.  We drove him to the next exit and into town and delivered him 
to a police station.  It turned out fine but the policeman sat us down like we were 
idiot old women and told us never to do that again. My children all agreed that it 



was a dumb thing to do. "Next time just go to the next exit and call the police and 
let them take care of it and never let cripples into your car again," they said.  

 
I’ve got to say, I would have said the same thing to my mother if she had done 

such a thing. It was dangerous and perhaps a bit foolish... but EXACTLY what Jesus 
would have us do…. Even in HIS day doing such a thing was not advisable. In fact, 
maybe MORE SO in his day. Roadside robbers were far more common then than 
now… 

 
That is what James is addressing in today’s text. James wants us to know how to 

develop a faith that really works. He wants our actions to be consistent with our faith. 
He wants us to work hard to make what we SAY the same as what we DO. 

One day Abraham Lincoln was trying to help a man understand that he was 
thinking wrongly, so he asked the man, “How many legs does a cow have?”  
 The man replied, rather caustically, “Four, of course.” Lincoln then said, “That’s 
right. Now, suppose you were to call the cow’s tail a leg, how many legs would the cow 
have then?”  
 The man responded, “Why, five, I suppose.”  
 Lincoln then said, “Now that’s just where you’re wrong, my friend. Merely calling 
a cow’s tail a leg doesn’t make it a leg!” 
 
 The point Lincoln was trying to make was that it’s not enough to believe 
something sincerely or even to say that something is true. That doesn’t make it so. 
Calling a cow’s tail a leg doesn’t make it a leg!  
 
 It is the same point that James is making in our passage. He is saying that it is 
not enough for you to believe sincerely and say that you are a Christian. People can 
say anything – but just saying it doesn’t mean it’s true. Saying that you have a deep 
faith doesn’t necessarily mean that you do.  
 
 Now, that’s a rather uncomfortable thought – but an important one. The stakes 
are high. If we believe that having faith is, essentially, our ticket into heaven, then if, 
indeed we don’t really have faith, where does that leave us?  
 
 James believes that genuine faith will always lead to a changed life. That’s the 
litmus test. You say you have faith. Prove it. Tell me how your life is different because 
you believe.  
 

James would say that the nature of true faith in Christ consists of four major 
elements:  
 

1. Knowledge – knowing certain facts about Christ. 
2. Assent – believing that those facts are really true. 
3. Trust – trusting in Christ alone as Savior.  



4. Action – DOING good works. 
 
 Faith is not some sort of momentary act whereby we pray a prayer or go to the 
altar in repentance. It is a force in our lives – whether it begins in a moment of time or 
develops over the course of our lives that produces an ongoing transformation of who 
we are.  
 
 That doesn’t mean that we are going to be perfect. We’re not. But James is doing 
a little of the same thing his big brother, Jesus, liked to do. He is redefining. Faith, he 
says, is never just internal. It shows. And if it doesn’t show, it probably isn’t faith even if 
you call it that.  
 
 James gives us two very practical and challenging marks of genuine faith: 
 1. Genuine faith will always show itself in love, and 
 2. Genuine faith is obedient to God even in the face of fear. 
 
Faith Shows Love: 
 In verse 15 James writes, “Suppose a brother or sister is without clothes and 
daily food.”  
 
 James describes a needy person who is a Christian. Now, the principle may 
apply to those outside of the faith as well, but he is using here an example of another 
Christian. He calls this person “a brother or a sister.” And this Christian has a very 
genuine need; he is without clothes and food. ...And one of us notices. And we say, 
“Wow. That’s really a crisis you’re in. I really hope it all works out for you. God bless 
you.”  
 James asks “What good is that!?” 
 
 Every one of us can identify with such the situation to one degree or another. 
Maybe we haven’t had to go without clothing or food, but we do know what it’s like to 
have a serious problem. It might be with our health or our finances or a broken 
relationship. And we’ve made ourselves vulnerable and shared these deep hurts with 
others. But the response you needed was just not there. You were told, “I’ll pray for 
you.” Or, “Don’t worry, it’ll be all right.” Or, “Come on now, where is your faith?” Or, 
“Just trust God. He’ll meet your need.” 
 
 One of the avenues where genuine faith will always show itself is in real acts of 
genuine love. The apostle John makes this same point (1 John 3:16-18) when he says, 
“This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought 
to lay down our lives for our brothers. If anyone has material possessions and sees his 
brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him? Dear 
children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.” In Kyle 
Grant's play this week, the character he was playing was plagued with that idea - - "Do 
I deserve to have all I have and the poor deserve to have what they have? I worked for 



my money. But they work too. Why wouldn't I give enough to that poor person such 
that he or she has the same amount as I do?"  It really is a good question.  
 
 James wants us to know that authentic faith doesn’t rationalize or spiritualize 
when faced with a legitimate need. Instead, it acts! It never tries to point people to God 
to meet a need that they know God has already equipped them to meet. In our Sunday 
morning and Tuesday morning Bible classes we are watching videos of Tony Campolo. 
In one he tells about being asked at a women's convention of some kind to offer a 
prayer that God would supply $25,000 to a missionary they knew of to get food and 
clothing for people he was working with. Compalo says he stood up and said, "NO. I 
won't ask God to do something God has already done." He then pulled out his wallet 
and took out all of his cash and told the all the women there to do the same, saying, 
"God has given YOU the money to give. Now give it." 
 
 There is an old story of a Christian father trying to teach his daughter how 
important it was to learn to trust in God - to never fear because God was always there 
to watch over her. One night there was a terrible thunderstorm. The father was 
awakened to his daughter’s crying and calling his name. The father went to his 
daughter’s bedside, held her close, and wiped her tears. He then realized this was a 
teaching moment. He said, “Don’t you remember how I told you it’s not necessary to be 
fearful. God is always here with you.”  
 The little girl looked up at her father and said, “Yes, I know, but when the 
lightning and thunder get this bad I want someone near me who has skin on him.” 
 

God is sufficient! That is true. But one of the ways God has chosen to comfort 
and love his people is through his people. That child needed the comfort that God 
meant to provide through the comfort of her father. 
 
 If you or I know someone who really has a need, genuine love just cannot stay 
uninvolved. It has to give a call. It has to drop by. It has to write a note. It is compelled 
from something God has placed deep inside us that says, “I have to reach out to them 
– even if it is inconvenient and costly.”  
 
 So, first, GENUINE FAITH WILL ALWAYS SHOW ITSELF IN LOVE. 
 
Faith is Obedient even in the face of fear. 
 In verses 21-25 James gives to two very interesting examples of genuine faith. In 
the first one he talks about Abraham. In the second he talks about Rahab the 
prostitute. What an interesting contrast.  
 Abraham, the father of the Jews. Rahab, a Gentile harlot.  
 Abraham, a man of great respect. Rahab, a woman of insignificance.  
 
 And yet both of them demonstrated the genuineness of their faith by their 
obedience in the face of a fearful test. 



 
 There is probably no more moving passage in all the Old Testament than the 
account of when Abraham was commanded by God to sacrifice the life of his son, 
Isaac. Abraham KNEW that obeying God meant doing the most heart wrenching thing 
he could imagine.  
 
 James writes, “You see that his faith and his actions were working together, and 
his faith was made complete by what he did. And the scripture was fulfilled that says, 
‘Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness,’ and he was 
called God’s friend. You see that a person is justified by what he does and not by faith 
alone.” The point James is making is that as a result of Abraham’s obedience to God in 
offering up Isaac, Abraham’s faith was proven to be the genuine article. 
 
 Many people over the years have been troubled by the words James uses here 
to make his point. We’ve been taught that we are justified by faith alone, but here 
James says that “a person is justified by what he does and not by faith alone.” 
 
 Martin Luther was so confused by that statement that he suggested that the book 
of James be taken out of the Bible. We can’t have two authors contradicting one 
another… 
 
 But it’s simply a matter of perspective. Paul, with his emphasis on faith alone, 
and James are not standing face to face fighting each other, but they are standing 
back to back fighting against opposite enemies. Paul was concerned primarily with the 
legalists—those who are seeking to be made right with God by doing good works. 
James, was concerned primarily with the nominalists—those who were hoping to be 
declared right with God even though they had no good works. Paul is arguing against 
those who are seeking to be justified by works without faith while James is fighting 
against those who are seeking to be justified by faith without works. Paul looks at the 
root of salvation while James looks at the fruit. 
 
 “Same thing with Rahab,” he says. She gave aid and protection to some Israeli 
spies as they prepared to attack her city (Jericho). Somehow God had revealed to her 
that THEIR God was the real thing. In light of that, she became a traitor to her own 
people. Her faith, in the midst of some truly frightening prospects, worked.  
 
 In both of  examples – Abraham and Rahab – genuine faith demonstrates that it 
is obedience to God even if there seem to be massive uncertainty and fear. True faith 
will obey God even when it costs. Even when it means costing us those things or 
people or positions that are dear to us. Even when it means costing us things and 
people that we love and cherish. 
 
 I think James is suggesting that throughout our lives we are going to be tested 
from time to time and that, when we are, we will know whether our faith is the real thing 



or not. The genuineness of our faith is shown by the way we respond to the real needs 
of those around you. It is shown by our choice to remain faithful to your spouse when 
the opportunity to be with someone else is so easy. It is shown when we are expected 
by our boss to compromise the truth in order to get the upper hand on the competition, 
and we refuse do so. It means that we are even willing to lose our job and all our 
financial security rather than compromise our integrity and our commitment to live out 
our lives in submission to God’s will. 
 

But let me leave you with this: If we fail a test from time to time, that does not 
mean our faith is absent. It means we are human. We are weak and need to pray more 
and read the scriptures more and worship more. To be more with Christ so we learn to 
trust Him more. 

 
Genuine faith: to minister to others in their need… to follow God wherever He 

leads. 


