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Faith and Works 

James 2:14-26 

 

BIBLE IN A YEAR READING PLAN 

Sept 29 Zech. 1-7  Oct   3 Matt. 5-6 

Sept 30 Zech. 8-14  Oct   4 Matt. 7-8 

Oct   1 Mal. 1-4  Oct   5 Matt. 9-10 

Oct   2 Matt. 1-4  Oct   6 Matt.  11-12 

  

Lesson Introduction: Our lesson this week features the 

passage James is probably most well known for. These 

verses are indicative of the entire book of James, and if 

we fail to understand them properly, we will miss the 

entire point of this letter. James makes the clear 

argument here, that without works, faith is dead.  

 

These verses have been the subject of much scrutiny over 

the years, as many have argued that James is 

contradicting the doctrine of justification by faith alone 

(Romans 3:28, Ephesians 2:8-9). Yet, in our church’s 

Statement of Faith, we declare, “We believe the Bible to 

be the inspired, the only infallible, authoritative Word of 

God (Thessalonians 2:13; 2 Timothy 3:15-17).” This 

means that we believe that every word of the Scriptures 

is true, and that God does not contradict Himself in His 

Word. Our lesson today should help us to see how Paul 

and James, both inspired by the Holy Spirit, wrote about 

the nature of saving faith in a way that compliments one 

another, which helps us see the full picture of what it 

means to be truly saved by God though faith in Christ.  

 

FOUNDATIONAL TRUTHS OF THE PASSAGE:  

 

• Genuine saving faith is always accompanied by 

good works 

 

James 2:14-26 (ESV) 

 

14 What good is it, my brothers, if someone says he has 

faith but does not have works? Can that faith save him? 

15 If a brother or sister is poorly clothed and lacking in 

daily food, 16 and one of you says to them, “Go in peace, 

be warmed and filled,” without giving them the things 

needed for the body, what good is that? 17 So also faith 

by itself, if it does not have works, is dead. 

 

18 But someone will say, “You have faith and I have 

works.” Show me your faith apart from your works, and I 

will show you my faith by my works. 19 You believe that 

God is one; you do well. Even the demons believe—and 

shudder! 20 Do you want to be shown, you foolish 

person, that faith apart from works is useless? 21 Was 

not Abraham our father justified by works when he 

offered up his son Isaac on the altar? 22 You see that 

faith was active along with his works, and faith was 

completed by his works; 23 and the Scripture was 

fulfilled that says, “Abraham believed God, and it was 

counted to him as righteousness”—and he was called a 

friend of God. 24 You see that a person is justified by 

works and not by faith alone. 25 And in the same way 

was not also Rahab the prostitute justified by works 

when she received the messengers and sent them out by 

another way? 26 For as the body apart from the spirit is 

dead, so also faith apart from works is dead. 

 

Discussion Section 1: Dead Faith (V. 14-20) 

 

-Why does James use helping the needy to illustrate his 

point about faith without works being dead? 

 

-Is it possible to have faith without works? 

 

-If we are saved by grace through faith (Ephesians 2:8-9), 

how is it possible that we might have a faith that is 

“useless” or “dead”? 

 

Note: As we have studied this letter, we have already 

seen that we are called to be doers of the word, and not 

hearers only (James 1:22). This is a major theme 

throughout the book of James, and in our passage today, 

we see this teaching taken to the next level. James 

begins this section by asking the question, “What good is 

it, my brothers, if someone says he has faith but does 

not have works? Can that faith save him?” He moves 

from there to give an example of someone who says the 

right thing to people in need yet does not act to help that 

person. In verse 17 he makes his point crystal clear… 

“faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead.” 

 

But how can this be? We see in the Scriptures that we are 

justified by our faith (Romans 3:28, Ephesians 2:8-9), so 

why does James put such weight on our works, and call 

faith apart from works dead? The answer lies in what 

kind of faith James is speaking of. James asks of a 

workless faith, “can that faith save him?” The word 

“that” is emphasized to help show what James is saying. 

What he is saying is that there is a faith that saves, and a 

faith that does not. He is speaking of two different kinds 

of faiths. We will talk about the kind of faith that justifies 

in our second section, but in this section, we need to 

focus on the type of faith that does not justify. And the 
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faith that does not justify is a faith that does not lead to 

action. 

 

One of the ways James helps us to think about the faith 

that does not justify is by pointing to the faith of the 

demons. James states, “You believe that God is one; you 

do well. Even the demons believe—and shudder!” Here, 

James references the Deuteronomy 6:4, a foundational 

passage in the Jewish tradition which says, “Hear, O 

Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one.” It is the start 

of the greatest commandment, which goes on to say that 

we should love God with all that we are. In pointing to 

this passage, James is telling his readers that simply 

believing that God is the One True God is not what saving 

faith looks like. If simply believing facts about God was 

what saving faith looked like, the demons would be 

saved! James makes the clear-cut argument that a 

cognitive knowledge of God, or even a recognition that 

He is the only God of the universe is not enough. Saving 

faith is not a stale faith.  

 

As we consider this section, may we think about what 

our faith truly looks like. There may be some of us who 

have always believed God existed. There may be some of 

us who go to church, and sing the songs, and read the 

Bible. Yet, if we are honest with ourselves, we might 

admit that our faith has been no more genuine than the 

faith of the demons. So how do we know? How can we 

be sure that our faith is a genuine, justifying faith, and 

not like the dead faith of the demons? James answers 

this question in the verses to follow.  

 

Discussion Section 2: Active Faith (V. 18, 20-26) 

 

-Does the Bible teach that we are saved by grace 

through faith, or does it teach that we are saved by our 

works? 

 

-What does it mean to show your faith by your works? 

 

-How are we justified by our works? 

 

Note: In the last section, we looked at a faith that does 

not justify (or does not save). In our final section, we will 

consider the type of faith that does justify. The faith that 

does not justify is a faith that is absent of works. A 

cognitive acknowledgment of God that is not 

accompanied by action. So, in this section James shows 

us what justifying faith looks like. This faith is one that 

produces the fruit of good works.  

 

James makes the argument that Abraham was justified 

by works, and points to his willingness to sacrifice his son 

Isaac. Then, James makes the statement, “You see that 

faith was active along with his works, and faith was 

completed by his works.” James is not in any way trying 

to discredit faith, rather, he is giving us a full picture of 

what justifying faith looks like, and what it looks like is 

faith being active though works. He also points to Rahab, 

who acted according to her faith, which showed the 

genuine nature of her faith. Thus, works are a result of 

genuine, justifying faith in Christ, and they bear witness 

to the fact that we have trusted Christ in faith.  

 

Hebrews 11 mentions both Rahab and Abraham and 

speaks to their faith being the catalyst to their action. 

“By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up 

Isaac, and he who had received the promises was in the 

act of offering up his only son, of whom it was said, 

“Through Isaac shall your offspring be named” … By 

faith Rahab the prostitute did not perish with those 

who were disobedient, because she had given a friendly 

welcome to the spies” (V. 17-18, 31). How did their 

actions come about? By faith! This tells us that faith is 

what produced the action. A genuine apple seed will 

produce an apple tree, and genuine, justifying faith will 

always produce good works.  

 

As we close this lesson out, it is important to understand 

that James is not interested in convincing people that 

their works save them. He has already been extremely 

clear that we are saved by God’s grace (James 1:16-18). 

Rather, James is calling us to consider whether our faith 

is genuine, justifying faith. This type of faith will always 

result in good works, to the glory of Christ (Ephesians 

2:10). Indeed, this faith enables us to do good works! 

May we examine our faith and our actions this week as 

we dwell on this lesson. If we are laboring without faith, 

we are laboring in vain, for only faith produces genuine 

good works to the glory of Christ. And if we are 

professing faith in Christ but not living a life marked by 

Christlike action, we are professing faith in Christ in vain, 

for genuine faith always produces action.   

 


