
A STUDY OF JAMES (11)

Faith and Works
James 2:14-26



The Book of James – 1:1-2:13 

• Continuing our study of James, we have addressed 
trials, temptations, our need to think before we 
speak, to look into God’s word and keep it, and what 
pure and undefiled religion involves, as well as our 
need to be impartial as we try to reach others. 

•  Today, we want to address faith and works



The Book of James – 2:14-26

• One of the interesting elements of James is how he 
begins with some general applications, but then he 
develops these in greater detail. 
> Jas. 1:9-11 challenges the rich to be humble.  
     2:1-13 addresses the sin of showing favoritism 
toward the rich.
> Jas. 1:19-21 – be swift to hear, slow to speak.  
     3:1-12 addresses sins of the tongue.
> Jas. 1:22-25 – be doers of the word and not 
hearers only.  Our text, elaborates on this in terms of our 
faith – is it dead or living? 



Faith and Works– 2:14-26

• Paul vs. James
• James is likely writing to a primarily Jewish audience 

(though what he teaches applies to all).  Paul on the 
other hand is reaching a mixed audience.  Assuming 
an early dating (~45-50 AD), Paul’s influence among 
Jewish brethren would have been circulating (even if 
his NT letters were not yet written).  Likely, some of 
James’ audience was familiar with Paul.



Faith and Works– 2:14-26

• Paul vs. James
• Paul’s emphasis on grace, faith and works was to 

establish that we are NOT justified by meritorious 
(earned) works, especially the Law of Moses (Romans 
4-5, Galatians 3-4, Ephesians 2:8-10, etc.). 
It had been “nailed to the cross” (Col. 2:14).

•  He taught we need faith to be justified in Jesus. 
• Paul will appeal to the example of Abraham who 

preceded the LOM by ~500 years and was counted as 
righteous because of his faith (Romans 4:3, 
Galatians 3:5-6, cf. Genesis 15:6)



Faith and Works– 2:14-26

• Paul vs. James
• In his letters, Paul NEVER says we do not need to be 

obedient to God’s commands as we serve Him and 
Jesus. (Romans 1:5). 

• His letters are filled with instructions to be faithful
- Philippians 2:12 – work out your own salvation…
- Ephesians 2:10 – we are His workmanship, created 
for good works
- Romans 6:13 – present your members as 
instruments of righteousness
- Romans 7:4 – bearing fruit to God



Faith and Works– 2:14-26

• Paul vs. James
• It is likely that some, having heard Paul’s teachings, 

reasoned that as long as they had faith they did not 
need to act (e.g., denominational “faith only”).  James 
counters that belief.

• NOTE that James does NOT contradict Paul’s teachings 
(and vise versa).  A detailed study show they 
complement and defend each other.  

• James is emphasizing that if you do nothing, you do 
NOT have a justifying faith.



Faith without Works– 2:14-26

• What does it profit if someone has faith but does not have 
works? 

• James is addressing how words and thoughts are useless 
when not accompanied by action. 

• Can faith save him?
• James IS addressing “saving faith”. 
• Some advocate that the works of this text are not related to 

our salvation, but rather a demonstration of what faith 
OUGHT to look like. 

• But James is clear.  Necessarily implied in his statement, 
“faith without works will not save”  (NOT, “If you are not 
working, you were never really believed.”).  He develops this 
thought! 



Faith without Works– 2:14-26

• A needy brother or sister (2:15-16)
• An illustration to drive home his point (it is not 

necessary to think James had someone specific in 
mind).  

• A brother or sister has a real need (hungry or 
inadequately clothed – lacking necessities).  You 
express your concerns, but do nothing to help them, 
“what does it profit”?  Your words are meaningless 
(cf. 1 John 3:17-18)



Faith without Works– 2:14-26

• Thus also faith if it does not have works is dead (2:17)
• A faith that can accomplish nothing, before God or man. 
• Scripture emphasizes faith that acts:
• Romans 1:5 (also 16:26).
• Galatians 5:6, faith working through love
• 1 Thessalonians 1:3, your work of faith 
• Hebrews 10:23, hold fast the confession of our faith
• Matthew 25:31-46 – judgment based on our actions
• John 6:29, this is the work of God, that you believe…
• Luke 17:10, we are unprofitable servants…



Faith without Works– 2:14-26

• Someone will say, You have faith and I have works.  
Show me your faith… (2:18)

• Again, words are meaningless when not 
accompanied by action.  Our faith is something we 
SHOW to others!  
It is not something we hide – 
  Cf. Matthew 5:15-16



Faith without Works– 2:14-26

• You believe there is one God… even the demons 
believe and tremble (2:19)

• James describes demonic faith (intellectual) as 
greater than faith without works. 

• Demons knew who Jesus was – Luke 4:34
- They quaked at His appearance – Matthew 8:29
- They OBEYED Him! (Could not resist Him)
- They even knew who Paul was – Acts 19:15

• But demons were NOT saved, justified – cf. Jude 
6, Matthew 25:41



Justifying Faith– 2:20-26

• But do you want to know, o foolish man, that faith 
without works is dead? (2:20)

• James now gives 2 illustrations of how faith must be 
accompanied by works (obedience, action).

• Abraham – 21-23

- His willingness to offer Isaac – Genesis 22:1-19

- He went immediately and without question.  It was 
not about earning anything, but trusting God.  Note 
Gen. 22:5, also Hebrews 11:17-19



Justifying Faith– 2:20-26

• Concerning Abraham – Do you see his faith was 
working together with his works? (2:22)

• By example, they are not in conflict with each other!
• And by works, his faith was made perfect – 22

Or complete.  
• 23 – The scripture was fulfilled, Abraham believed 

God, and it was accounted to him for righteousness.
James too (like Paul – Romans 4:3), appeals to 
Genesis 15:6.



Justifying Faith– 2:20-26

• Concerning Abraham – And He was called the friend 
of God (2:23)

• In Genesis the term was not used of him.  
But consider 2 Chronicles 20:7, Isaiah 41:8

•  This is a description that shows God was very 
pleased with Abraham.

• Would you like for God to call you His friend?
 (cf. John 15:14-15)



Justifying Faith– 2:20-26

• You see then that a man is justified by works and not 
by faith only (2:24)

• To be justified is to be made right with God 
Romans 5:1, Titus 3:4-7, 1 Corinthians 

6:11.  It IS tied to our salvation. 
• “Faith only” – the ONLY time in the NT where this 

expression is found.  The word “not” describes it.



Justifying Faith– 2:20-26

• Rahab (2:25)  Rahab the harlot was also justified by 
works… 

• In stark contrast to Abraham, we find another 
example of working faith. 

• Rahab is mentioned twice more in the NT – 
Hebrews 11:31 and Matthew 1:5 – she was 
an ancestor to Jesus and David. 



Justifying Faith– 2:20-26

• Rahab (2:25)  Rahab the harlot was also justified by 
works… 

• Contrasted:
- Abraham was the father of faith/Rahab was a 
Canaanite Gentile
- Abraham lived godly His life/Rahab was a prostitute
- Abraham was a friend of God/Rahab was from the 
enemy camp.

• But they BOTH had faith that believed and acted upon 
that belief.  

• Because of their working faith they were justified before 
God. 



Justifying Faith– 2:20-26

• Summary (2:26)  For as the body without the spirit 
is dead, so faith without works is dead.

• In conclusion, faith without action is useless.  
Textually, this is true both physically AND spiritually. 

• The ONLY type of faith that God accepts is one that 
responds with action!  A faith that obeys!

• This is NOT about earning your salvation, which we 
can never do, but belief strong enough to surrender 
to God.



When you stand before God 
what will He say about your faith?



Let us pray!
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