
“What Is Saving Faith” 
(James 2:14-26) 

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  We come this morning to that part of James’ letter that most troubled Luther.   
a.  Remember the book of James is very practical in its outlook:  like a NT book 

of Proverbs.   
b.  It doesn’t really tell us much of who Christ is and what He has done.   

(i)  Christ is mentioned by name only twice.   
(ii)  The word “Lord” is used several times, but most often refers to the 

Father.   
 

c.  It doesn’t tell us so much about justification by grace through faith alone 
(though it is implied throughout), but what faith does, the fruits it produces.   
(i)  James tells us in one instance that God most often gives faith to the poor 

(2:5).   
(ii)  He uses it once to refer explicitly to faith in Christ (2:1), but that only in 

the context of a warning not to have that faith along with personal 
favoritism.   

(iii)  He mentions believing once when he compares the belief of demons to 
that of a mere professor (2:19).    

(iv)  But he tells us eleven times of the kind of fruit it produces:  whether 
perseverance under trial (1:3; 2:23), hope that the Lord will answer our 
prayers (1:6; 5:15), or works of trust and obedience (2:14, 17, 18, 20, 22, 
23, 24, 26).   

(v)  This is why Luther had difficulty with it.   
(a)  Why he initially thought of it as “an epistle of straw.”   
(b)  Though later he came better to understand what James was driving at.   

 
2.  The point is that James does not emphasize salvation by grace through faith, 

rather, he emphasizes the fact that saving faith is not a barren or empty faith, but 
a faith that works, that makes a difference in the way we live.   
a.  James is not promoting legalism:  salvation through our own works.   

(i)  Rather, he sees works as the fruit of a genuine faith.   
(ii)  He is speaking of evangelical obedience:  obedience out of 

thankfulness/love.   
 

b.  True faith will make a difference in the way we live as Christians.  It will 
move us lovingly and willingly to submit to God’s Law that we might 
become what God wants us to become:  perfect, as He is perfect (Matt. 5:48).   
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B.  Preview.   
1.  Today, we will look at faith from two standpoints:  what it is and what it 

produces.   
a.  Faith is multifaceted in its meaning.   

(i)  It can refer to what we are to believe.   
(ii)  It can refer to belief in that content.   
(iii)  It can refer to trusting in the One that content points to.   
(iv)  But it can also refer to what it does:  faith is an active word and shows 

itself to be genuine by the way it affects our lives.   
 

b.  Another way of putting this is to say that faith and repentance must always 
go together.   
(i)  All the aspects of faith mentioned must be true, if we have saving faith.   
(ii)  But this means where there is true faith, there is also true repentance.   

(a)  As we turn to the Lord in faith, we must turn from our sins in 
repentance.   

(b)  To repent/turn from our sins means that we must stop committing acts 
of sin and begin doing what God commands us to do.   

(c)  This is what James emphasizes:  faith, without works of 
repentance/obedience, is dead.   

 
c.  Still another way of seeing this is that sanctification must flow out of 

justification.   
(i)  If we have saving faith, this means we have been baptized into Christ, 

have His righteousness, and have been cleansed from all of our sin.   
(ii)  But if we have been baptized into Christ, His life now flows through us 

(the Holy Spirit).   
(a)  It will make a difference in the way we live.   
(b)  The Holy Spirit will conform us into His image.   
(c)  We will turn from sin and embrace righteousness.   
(d)  Jesus didn’t save us to leave us rebels.   
(e)  He doesn’t merely reform the way we behave and leave our hearts full 

of corruption (as Jesus says regarding the Pharisees, like white-washed 
sepulchers).   

(f)  When He begins to clean out our hearts, our lives begin to fall in line.   
 

2.  Today, we’ll consider two things:   
a.  This morning, what saving faith is, and how we are justified by faith alone.   
b.  This evening, what saving faith does:  how it produces works, a reformed 

life, without which we have no faith.   
 
II.  Sermon.   

A.  First, what is saving faith?   
1.  The Reformers taught us that faith has three parts to it:   

a.  Notitia:  the content, the facts of the Gospel – what is to be believed.   
b.  Assensus:  assent, or belief that the facts are true.   
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c.  Fiducia:  trust, relying on the One revealed in the Gospel to save you.   
 

2.  Faith must first of all have content.   
a.  Paul tells us that without the Gospel preached, there won’t be faith.  

(i)  How then will they call on Him in whom they have not believed?  How 
will they believe in Him whom they have not heard?  And how will they 
hear without a preacher?  How will they preach unless they are sent?” 
(Rom. 10:14-15).   

(ii)  This is why Missionary work is so important.   
 
b.  We must know what is to be believed.   

(i)  We don’t need to know everything there is to know, but we must know 
the essentials:   
(a)  Who God is:   

(1)  Infinite (implies all His attributes), personal, Spirit (not material).   
(2)  Triune:  not mono-personal; Father, Son and Holy Spirit.   
 

(b)  Who Christ is:   
(1)  Son of God:  second person of the Triune God.   
(2)  Son of Man:  conceived in the womb and born of a Virgin.   
 

(c)  Man’s predicament:   
(1)  Adam sinned as our federal head.   
(2)  We were born in trespass and sin.   
(3)  We have done nothing but sin against God’s standard since birth.   
(4)  Wages of sin is death, eternal death in hell.   

 
(d)  What Christ did:   

(1)  Obeyed perfectly.   
(2)  Died vicarious death on cross.   
(3)  Rose again, ascended, seated at right hand of God.  
(4)  Will come again to judge the living and dead.   
 

(e)  What we must do to be saved:   
(1)  Must repent of our sins.   
(2)  Believe in Christ.   
 

(f)  Of course, we must believe the Bible to be His Word, or we have no 
accurate or authoritative standard.   

 
(ii)  All of this is implied in the message:  repent and believe.   

(a)  Repent of what?  Why repent?  What will happen if I don’t?   
(b)  Believe in whom?  Who is Jesus?  What did He do to save sinners?  

What does it mean to believe in Him?   
(c)  We really don’t know what we’re doing unless we understand these 

things.   
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(d)  Are there exceptions?  Yes, elect infants dying in infancy, mentally 
challenged, some converted under deficient Gospel presentation.   

(e)  But these are exceptions.   
 
3.  Secondly, that content must be believed.   

a.  We must believe that the facts are truth, not fiction.   
b.  Obviously, we must believe them strongly enough to act on them.   

(i)  To believe the Bible is true, heaven and hell really exist, I’m really guilty 
enough to go there, Jesus really exists, He is the Son of God, He obeyed 
and died on the cross, rose again, is coming again.   

(ii)  To tremble at the threatenings:  God will execute His justice.   
(iii)  To embrace the promises:  life if I trust in Jesus.   
(iv)  To embrace the commandments:  frame my life by them.   

 
4.  But as the Reformers remind us, belief that the facts of the Gospel are true is not 

enough:  We must also place our trust in the One revealed in the Gospel.   
a.  So many professing Christians merely believe the facts and stop there.   

(i)  James tells us that the demons believe and tremble (2:19).   
(ii)  We must have more than the demons.   
 

b.  We must trust in Christ to save us.   
(i)  He is the like a floatation device that can save us from drowning:  if we 

can’t swim, we believe that it will keep us afloat.   
(ii)  He is like the safety net below a burning building:  we need to believe it 

can catch us, break our fall, save us.   
(iii)  Trusting in Jesus is like reaching out for the floatation device, or like 

jumping from the burning building knowing the net will catch us.   
(iv)  It is resting our whole hope of being saved, of deliverance from 

judgment for our sins, on Christ’s obedience and His death on the cross.   
 

B.  This brings us to our second brief but important point:  we need to understand that 
we are saved by grace through faith alone and not by works.   
1.  Though works follow saving faith, as we’ll see this evening, faith alone saves.  

a.  Consider what Paul says, “Where then is boasting?  It is excluded.  By what 
kind of law?  Of works?  No, but by a law of faith.  For we maintain that a 
man is justified by faith apart from works of the Law” (Rom. 3:27-28).   

b.  “Now to the one who works, his wage is not credited as a favor, but as what 
is due.  But to the one who does not work, but believes in Him who justifies 
the ungodly, his faith is credited as righteousness” (Rom. 4:4-5).   

c.  “Nevertheless knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the Law 
but through faith in Christ Jesus, even we have believed in Christ Jesus, so 
that we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by the works of the Law; 
since by the works of the Law no flesh will be justified” (Gal. 2:16).   

 
2.  Faith is just the opposite of works:   
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a.  It is looking away from all my resources, from everything that I might trust 
in, to Him alone.   

b.  And faith is not a work by which we save ourselves:  it is resting my case 
entirely upon Christ.   

 
3.  Works can’t form part of the basis of our justification.   

a.  Works are contrary to grace:  “But if it is by grace, it is no longer on the basis 
of works, otherwise grace is no longer grace” (Rom. 11:6).   

b.  What could our works add to Christ’s work?  Imperfection!  We would 
depreciate what Christ did, not enhance it.   

c.  It would make assurance impossible:  We could never know whether we had 
performed enough works.   

d.  It would also make salvation impossible:  if our justification depended at all 
on our works, we would never be justified because our works would never be 
good enough, nor could we endure long enough.   

 
III.  Application:  In closing, let’s consider these few questions regarding our own faith:   

A.  Do you know and understand the “facts” of the Gospel?   
1.  Do you know who God is, who Jesus is, the situation you are in apart from 

Christ, that Christ has done it all, that you must know, believe and trust in Him?   
2.  Is your knowledge accurate?   

a.  Mormons believe they know what God requires.   
b.  JW’s think they understand the Scriptures.   
c.  Do you know what God says about these things?   
d.  Have you seen them for yourself in Scripture and are convinced your 

understanding is correct?   
 
B.  Do you believe the facts about Christ?   

1.  Are they more to you than just an academic curiosity?   
2.  Are they a part of your conviction?   
3.  Are you convinced these things are real and true?   
 

C.  Have you gone beyond mere assent?   
1.  There are so many professing Christians today who have some conviction about 

the truth, but often not enough to motivate them to do anything about it.   
2.  Do you have more than the demons who believe and tremble?   
3.  Are you trusting Christ alone?  Are you looking to Him, His righteousness, His 

atonement?  Are you turning from your works as having any merit towards your 
justification?   

4.  Are you trusting Him for the right reasons?  Do you love Christ?  Are you 
following Him because you really want to, because you really love His ways?   

5.  If so, rejoice in His grace towards you.  If not, trust in Him now, ask Him for the 
mercy needed to change your heart.   

6.  This evening, we’ll consider that this faith by which we are saved alone, cannot 
be alone:  it must be accompanied by works/obedience/repentance.   


