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Part 9 – Faith Proved  
 
James 2:14-26     
Faith without works bears a strong resemblance to the “worthless” 
religion James describes in chapter one. He challenges what was 
apparently a growing attitude among the professing Christians in 
Jerusalem that obedience to God – works which embody the love 
and compassion of Christ – have no direct relationship to the quality 
of the faith they claim. Simply put, there seems to have been a 
growing number of Christians who believed that saving faith had no 

direct relationship with Christlikeness. It is an idea which persists today. It is the belief that being a Christian 
is about praying a prayer or affirming a set of doctrines but not about obeying our Lord.  
 
But what are we to make of a faith that is not accompanied by good works? James says that such a faith is 
dead. That is, faith that is unaccompanied by growing Christlikeness is not actually faith. It is something 
more akin to the belief that demons possess; a belief that cannot escape the facts but will not issue in love 
for God and neighbor.  
 
1. The faith that cannot save.  
Vv. 14-20, 26 

 James’ illustration links what he writes here to the previous section concerning our treatment of the poor. 
This is not to say that feeding the hungry is the only index for a genuine faith. Caring for the destitute was 
an especially pressing need within the church in Jerusalem at that time. The principle James is getting at 
may be applied across the wide spectrum of human need in a fallen world. His point is that a genuine 
saving faith has a tangible impact on the way in which live. This helps us to understand what James is 
and is not doing. James’ concern is not to propose that sinners are declared righteous by God (justified) 
by their good deeds. His premise is that a faith without works is no faith at all. It is a dead faith. So James 
is not denying justification by faith he is denying justification by dead faith. Counterfeit faith cannot save. 

 Repeatedly the Scriptures affirm the radical nature of the gospel; that sinners are made right with God by 
grace through faith alone. But the Scriptures never diminish the fact that God’s people are called to obey 
him. We are saved by grace alone unto good works (Ephesians 2:8-10). We recall how Jesus threatened 
with rejection from heaven those who did not do the will of the Father in heaven. It was Jesus who said 
that if we loved him we would keep his commandments. The Apostle Paul wrote that there is a curse 
resting on all those who do not love the Lord Jesus. There isn’t a book of the Bible that doesn’t impress 
upon us the necessity of our obeying the commandments of God if we are to be identified as truly 
belonging to him.  

 The problem with a faith that talks but does not act is that it is not faith in any meaningful sense. The 
demons believe, but would we describe what they have as “faith”? Faith that is without works is not faith 
at all. And that is why Protestants have often said: “We are justified by faith alone, but not by a faith that 
is alone.” True, authentic faith will be accompanied by works. In the introduction to his commentary on 
Romans, Luther states that saving faith is, “a living, creative, active and powerful thing, this faith. Faith 
cannot help doing good works constantly. It doesn’t stop to ask if good works ought to be done, but before 
anyone asks, it already has done them and continues to do them without ceasing. Anyone who does not 
do good works in this manner is an unbeliever…Thus, it is just as impossible to separate faith and works 
as it is to separate heat and light from fire!” 

 
2. The faith that does save.     
Vv. 21-25 

 In this section James describes genuine faith as “[having] works” (vs. 17). So James is not adding faith 
to works as the means of our being declared righteous before God. Rather, he is describing the faith 
which justifies. Justifying faith has works. It is a living faith.  

 James moves from the hypothetical to the historical by referring to Abraham and Rahab. The careful 
reader of this section will no doubt be startled by James’ words. He seems to directly contradict other 
passages of Scripture especially those from the Apostle Paul which state explicitly that sinners are 
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justified before God by faith alone, apart from works. Even of Abraham we are told that “he believed God 
and it was credited to him as righteousness” (Genesis 15:6). That is the earliest explicit announcement 
of the doctrine of justification by faith alone.  

 So we cannot help but feel tension when James tells us that Abraham was “justified by works,” (vs. 21) 
and that “a person is justified by works and not by faith alone” (vs. 24). How do we resolve this apparent 
contradiction between James and Paul (and Moses for that matter)? It won’t do for us to simply deny that 
James is saying what he is clearly saying. Yes, James is most certainly saying that we are justified by 
works and not by faith alone. However, when it comes to the Bible’s use of the word, there’s justified and 
then there’s justified. 

 
There’s justified and then there’s justified… 

 The word translated “justified” () and its cognates does not have a single meaning in the Bible. 

Paul uses the term to refer to a very specific doctrine: that sinners are justified before God by grace alone 
through faith alone in Christ alone. But this is not the only way that the term justified is used in the New 
Testament. There are instances when justified is used to describe the character of a just (righteous) 
person being revealed by his just actions. In these instances, justified is to be taken as a reference to a 
person’s character. They are seen as just because they have acted justly. For instance, in Luke 7 we are 
told that tax collectors listening to Jesus “declared God just [the same word James and Paul use].” Clearly 
however, the tax collectors were not imputing righteousness to God in the way we understand Paul uses 
the words just or justified. God does not need to be justified in that sense. Rather, the tax collectors were 
merely declaring the obvious: God is just. Jesus’ words confirmed what is true about God’s righteousness. 

 One commentator describes this as the difference between “forensic justification by faith,” and “probative 
justification by works.”1 In the first sense, justified refers to God’s act of declaring righteous, every sinner 
who believes. The second sense refers to the evidence of a transformed life. So James is telling us that 
the professed faith of a believer is justified by the evidence of good works. God recognizes genuine faith; 
faith that is justified by good works. The faith that saves is the faith that proves genuine. The Apostle 
Paul, Moses and every other writer of Scripture would agree whole-heartedly. 

 Abraham – Notice that James refers to Abraham’s act of faith in which he took Isaac up the mountain to 
sacrifice him in obedience to God’s command. However, some twenty years earlier God had already 
declared Abraham righteous on the basis of faith alone: “And he believed and it was credited to him as 
righteousness” (Genesis 15:6). So this is entirely congruent with everything we learn about justification 
and sanctification from the Apostle Paul. The genuineness of Abraham’s faith was “justified” by his 
obedience. Thus, in the secondary sense discussed above, Abraham was “justified” by what he did.  

 Rahab – Likewise, with the example of Rahab we learn a lesson about the connection between faith and 
works. It is hard to imagine two more different characters than the great faithful patriarch and the gentile 
harlot from Jericho. But Rahab certainly had heard stories from the many merchants making their way 
through Jericho about the nation of people delivered out of Egypt by the powerful works of their God. 
Indeed, by the time Rahab encounters the Hebrew spies she is already confessing faith in the LORD:  

“…and [Rahab] said to the [spies], “I know that the LORD has given you the land, and that the 
fear of you has fallen upon us, and that all the inhabitants of the land melt away before you. For 
we have heard how the LORD dried up the water of the Red Sea before you when you came out 
of Egypt, and what you did to the two kings of the Amorites who were beyond the Jordan, to 
Sihon and Og, whom you devoted to destruction. And as soon as we heard it, our hearts melted, 
and there was no spirit left in any man because of you, for the LORD your God, he is God in the 
heavens above and on the earth beneath” (Joshua 2:9-11). 

 What a clear profession of faith! And Rahab’s faith was “justified” on the basis of what she did. She truly 
did trust the Lord in word and deed as her works proved. Rahab’s faith was a living, saving faith.  

 As we read this section it is important to understand that for James, like the rest of the New Testament, 
the Christian life begins with faith alone. The very first hallmark of the Christian life is bare faith; the 
dependent, needy faith of the sinner turning to his Savior. Chapter two begins with James appealing to 
“my brothers” as those who “hold the faith in our Lord Jesus Christ.” This is the common and most 
essential characteristic of all Christians. In his sovereign mercy, God has chosen us to be “rich in faith” 
(vs. 5).  

                                                           
1 Quoted in Craig Blomberg, James, ECNT (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2008) p. 139  


