
James 2.14-26 – Faith Without Works 
2.1-7 still very much in view: partiality is a ‘work’ which contradicts true faith in 
God and in Jesus, who demand that love God and love neighbour. 
 
What does James mean by ‘works’? 

• Not “the works of the Law” which Paul criticised, i.e. the cultic laws 
which separated Jew from Gentile,  

• but good/merciful deeds in general, as required by the Torah and by 
Jesus’ New Covenant teaching (esp. Sermon on Mount and Summary of 
the Law). A life of good works is a life lived out of love for God and 
neighbour 

 
vv. 14-17 

A. Three questions:  
1. What good is it, my brothers, if someone says he has faith but does not 

have works? (14)  
2. Can that faith save him? (14) i.e. a particular kind of faith, creedal faith. 
3. What good is that? (16) 
 

Critical issue = ‘that faith = faith without works = creedal/confessional faith  
only 

 
Question: what good is it? Synonymous parallelism: the ‘good’ in 1 = the 
‘saving/salvation’ in 2. I,e, Is it saving faith? 

• Is it even ‘real’, true conviction of truth in JC, leading to be born 
again; or is it simply an empty claim to faith (“someone says he has 
faith”)? 

•  Is it eschatological salvation (at the Last Judgment)?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



vv.15-16 illustration of uselessness of that faith  
What is postulated is someone who confesses a creedal faith (“God is One and 
Jesus is the Messiah”), but is not obedient to the teachings of Torah as 
reinterpreted by Jesus, i.e. does not act with love, mercy and compassion. 
Illustration 
It is a brother/sister, i.e. member of the church family 

• Poorly/inadequately clothed: an image of shame and defencelessness 

• Lacking daily food, i.e. starving 
Yet the response of the person of faith is: 

• To do nothing to help 

• BUT, worse, to wish the poor brother/sister well, i.e. that God will bless 
them, “Go in peace…” As McKnight points out, it also “emphasizes 
confidence that the person’s wishes will be granted” e.g. Acts 16.36 
NB. “Be filled” suggests eating to the point of being sated (Matt 5.6; 
14.20 (feeding of 5,000 “all were filled with… and leftovers”; 15.37) 

This is a callous, merciless response. 
It is of no good/use (v.16)  

• “That” (creedal faith) is no good to the poor person 

• no good for proving the faith is a saving faith. 
v. 18  
Ranked as one of most difficult verses in Bible.  
Why does the imaginary interlocutor claim works and that James has faith 
alone? 
Best understood in most general sense, rather than as addressed to James 
himself.  
Problem is not faith v’s works, but the separating of the two. 
 

 
True faith is testified to by works, as it works itself out in works, with works 
perfecting faith. 
 
Simply claiming to have faith (i.e. “I have faith”) is unconvincing unless can 
point to works which testify to it. 
Those who are all talk but no do = deceive themselves (as in 1.22-26)  
True faith cannot simply be reduced to creedal orthodoxy. 

 
Absence of works equates to absence of true faith. Cf. the person who 
claims to be wealthy but has no money, or claims to be strong but can’t lift 
more than 20kg. Empty boasts = worthless. 

 



v. 19 – to the one whose faith is solely creedal orthodoxy 
James damns with faint praise – v. 19. “God is One” is the first line of the 
Shema, recited by observant Jews at least 3x per day (daybreak, time of 
afternoon sacrifice, evening). 
But even the demons acknowledge that and shudder. Ironically, it at least 
produces a work/response in them (shuddering)! See Mark 1.24; 3.11; Acts 
16.17; 19.15) 
But James is also noting the absence of the 2nd part of the Royal Law – love 
your neighbour as yourself (Lev 19.18). That’s what the demons don’t do, 
and those with only creedal faith follow suit. 
 

 
vv.20-25 
James proves from the Scriptures – Abraham and Rahab – that faith and works 
cannot be separated.  
 
He does not hold back: “You foolish person” cf. 4.4 

 
He asks them if they want to be shown that faith apart from works is useless – 
rhetorical question. 
In fact shows them the opposite: how it is faith with works which is the saving 
faith, which pleases God  
You can’t prove faith without works, but you can prove faith which is testified 
to by works. 

• Works show faith (18) 

• Faith is active with works (22) 

• Faith is completed/perfected by works (22) 
i.e. Faith and works work together. His emphasis is on their inseparability. 
While logically faith precedes works, that is not his point. Faith grows 
through testing - requiring works. 
 
1st exemplar: Abraham 
Abraham comes first as the father of Israel (and the Jewish Christians to 
whom James is writing). 
 
Gen 15.6 “He believed the LORD, and he counted it to him as 
righteousness” – James ties this to Gen 22, regarding Abraham’s faith as 
completed/perfected by that ultimate test. 

 



For James, in spite of Gen 15.6, it is one specific work, the Aqedah, which 
justifies Abraham. He speaks of it as the act/work which fulfilled Gen 15.6, 
i.e. completed/perfected his faith.) This is consistent with Jewish faith as 
seen in Jewish intertestamental writing: 
 
Sirach 44.19-20 
Abraham was the great father of a multitude of nations, 
And no one has been found like him in glory. 
He kept the law of the Most High, 
And entered into a covenant with him;  
he certified the covenant in his flesh, 
And when he was tested he proved faithful. 
 
1 Maccabees 2.51-52 
Remember the deeds of the ancestors, which they did in their generations; 
And you will receive great honour and an everlasting name. 
Was not Abraham found faithful when tested, and it was reckoned to him 
as righteousness. 
 
Consistent too with Heb 11. 17 
By faith Abraham, when put to the test, offered up Isaac. 
 
McKnight: This incident became the summary act of obedience in 
Abraham’s life of faith… the capstone act of faith; that is, it is this act of 
faith and obedience that the angel says led to the blessing of Abraham (Gen 
22.16ff). 
 
It is as if God’s word in Gen 15.6 was consummated by the aqedah in Gen 
22 
 
Logical conclusion: The test of faith is works; faith that does not produce 
works fails the test, it is shown not to be saving faith. 
 
It is not as simple as works being the consequence of faith though; faith 
actually works and grows and is completed through works, esp. works of 
testing (cf. James 1.2-3)  
Cf. Gal 5.6  

For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for 
anything: the only thing that counts is faith working through love. 

 



The differences in James’ and Paul’s use of Abraham (cf. Gal 3.6, 16; Rom 
4.9-11, 18, 22) comes for different context: 

• Paul is countering those who thought being Jewish (esp. circumcision 
and purity laws) were sufficient and necessary for salvation, hence 
Paul goes to Abraham as preceding circumcision and purity laws. 

• James is countering those who claim, or seem to claim, that creedal 
faith alone is sufficient to please God 

 
James concluding statement about Abraham being called a friend of God is 
effectively a summary of all else – faithful, justified, righteous. He was 
accepted by God and drawn into a close relationship with him. 
 
For James, God is a loving Father who is merciful, incl. in judgment (2.12-
13). What he looks for in friends are people who faith is lived out in acts of 
mercy/compassion. Like Jesus, for James faith that is solely confessional/ 
creedal is worthless and does not make one a friend of God..  
 
2nd exemplar: Rahab (Josh 2, esp. v. 11; 6.16-25) 
Justification = a forensic term.  
 
Everything about Rahab’s life screamed “not justified.” But she feared the 
God of Israel, professing a creedal faith:  

For the LORD your God, he is God in the heavens above and on the earth 
beneath (Josh 2.11) 

 
At this point she may be understood as being like the demons: recognised 
God as one, and trembled. BUT, unlike the demons, and the person who 
has only creedal faith, she performed an act of friendship for God’s people, 
and therefore for God, for which God declared her justified and made her 
his friend and an important part of his salvation plan for Israel. 

 
v. 26 
Works are no more an added extra to faith than the spirit is an added extra to 
the body. The two must coexist for there to be any life, anything good or 
purposeful. 
A dead body is a corpse, an empty shell which rots and stinks. James says, that 
is what faith without works is. 
Works and faith must therefore coexist in the new life in Christ.  
 
 



James is not the only NT writer to bind faith and works inextricably together: 

• Luke 3.7-14 (Jn Baptist to the crowds) 

• Matt 7.15-27 

• Rom 1.5 “the obedience of faith” 

• Rom 2.6-8 “He will render to each one according to his works… evil… 
good… Jew and Gentile alike… no partiality” 

• Gal 5.6 For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision 
counts for anything: the only thing that counts is faith working 
through love. 

• 1 Cor 13.2 “If I have all faith… but not love…” 

• 1 Jn 16 “If we say we have fellowship with him while we walk in 
darkness, we lie and do not walk in the truth 

 
 
Suggested Discussion Questions 

1. In what ways do we as a church look out for one another, especially 
those in need amongst us? Should we be doing more? If so, how? 

2. In what ways do we as a church look out for our poor and suffering 
brothers and sisters overseas? Should we be doing more? If so, how? 

3. How do you respond to those who say that non-Christians are often 
“better people” than Christians, presumably including that they do more 
good works?  

4. What do you think of James’ use of sarcasm in v.19 and insulting 
language in v.20? 

5. What do you think James means when he says Abraham was called “a 
friend of God” (v.23)?  

6. How does testing work with faith and perfect faith? How has your own 
faith grown through testing?  

 


