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“Where’s the Faith?” 

James 2:14-26 
 

 We’re continuing our journey today through Lent to the cross and resurrection of Jesus by 

looking together at James 2:14-26. James is a powerful little book that cuts to the chase and helps 

us honestly examine our faith in and our commitment to Christ. Listen to what he says here in 

this searching passage. Read text . . .  
 

In the spring of 1984, Clara Peller, an 80-year-old manicurist-turned-commercial-star, 

skyrocketed to fame as the main character in a Wendy’s Hamburgers television commercial.  

You may remember it: three elderly ladies at a fast-food restaurant counter are discussing the 

hamburger in front of them. It’s has a gigantic bun and a tiny piece of beef. Two of the ladies 

politely discuss the merits of the bun. “It’s a big bun.” “It’s a very big bun.” “It’s a fluffy bun.” 

“It’s a very fluffy bun.” But the third lady, played by Miss Peller, shouts boldly in a gruff voice, 

“Where’s the beef?” She doesn’t get an answer, so she keeps asking over and over, “Where’s the 

beef? Where’s the beef?” Finally she concludes, “I don’t think there’s anybody back there!” 

When the internet was in its infancy and long before going viral was a thing, Americans 

quickly picked up on the commercial, and almost immediately “Where’s the beef?” became the 

phrase of the day. It was on T-shirts and bumper stickers. Wendy’s made at least two more 

commercials with the “Where’s the beef?” theme. It even found its way into the 1984 

presidential primaries when in a forum, Walter Mondale asked Gary Hart, “Where’s the beef, 

Senator?” 

When I read our text for today, I get the sense that James wondered the same thing about 

some of his readers’ faith that Miss Peller did about that hamburger! I think he may have thought 

the same thing I sometimes think when I look around at so many people who profess to have 

“faith” in Christ but never give any evidence of it by the way they live. I almost feel compelled 

to rephrase the question and ask, “Where’s the faith?” 
 

James’ argument 

In this text, James argued that faith without works is dead, since genuine faith is completed 

and shown by good works. 

Now as I’ve said before about James, you could never accuse him of beating around the bush 
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or leaving you in the dark about what he was trying to say about the Christian life! As in the texts 

we’ve already looked at in James, his message is simple. It’s to the point. And it’s challenging.  

In this passage, James makes two important assertions. 
 

First, he says that faith by itself, without good works, is useless and dead.  

James points out the fallacy of such a faith by emphasizing that the right words are not 

enough (2:14-17). He asks point blank, What does is profit, my brethren (or brothers and 

sisters), if someone says he has faith but does not have works? Can faith save him? (2:14).1 

James is making a distinction here between a faith that is alive and vibrant, a faith that acts, 

or as Paul describes it Galatians 5:6, faith working through love, and a faith that’s just a matter 

of believing certain things, mere intellectual assent. 

As he was prone to do, James gives his hearers a very specific example. He paints the picture 

of a brother or sister in need—their clothing is worn out or insufficient and they don’t have 

enough food each day (2:15). He describes a response that unfortunately may have been 

typical—and one of you says to them, “Depart in peace, be warmed and filled,” but you do 

not give them the things which are needed for the body . . . (2:16). The form of the verbs in 

this response in the Greek may indicate that they’re being told to do these things for themselves. 

But they’re clearly not able to do it for whatever reason. Yet rather than seeking to meet their 

needs, someone who claims to have faith is telling them to warm and fill themselves. 

And James’ assessment of this kind of “faith”? 

He asks, What does it profit? How does that help? Here’s his assessment: Thus also faith 

by itself, if it does not have works, is dead (2:16b-17).  

How often do we see this kind of “faith”? It fails to realize that God often answers the 

petition, Give us this day our daily bread (Matthew 5:11), through other believers! It’s a so-

called faith that’s characterized by good words rather than good works! But good words aren’t 

enough! James says that this kind of faith is dead! It’s like a waterless cloud passing over a 

parched land. 

But he goes further. He not only says that the right words are not enough. He also 

emphasizes that the right belief is not enough (2:18-26).  

He says that it’s good to believe that God is one, the central belief of both the Jewish and 

Christian faiths. But he reminds them that even the demons believe that—and they tremble about 

it! Right belief is important, and one does well to have it, James says; but it’s useless and dead if 

it’s not accompanied by good works! 

In recent decades, especially in Baptist life, there’s been a lot of emphasis on believing the 

right things. Right belief is very important! There are some things, like the elements expressed in 

the Apostles’ Creed, that are non-negotiable, the basic foundational truths of the Christian faith. 

You remember what I’m talking about, don’t you? 
 

I believe in God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth, 

And in Jesus Christ his only Son our Lord; who was conceived by the 

Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was 
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crucified, dead, and buried; . . . the third day he rose again from the dead; 

he ascended into heaven, and sits at the right hand of God the Father 

Almighty; from there he shall come to judge the living and the dead. 

I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic church (the whole or 

universal church); the communion of saints; the forgiveness of sins; the 

resurrection of the body; and the life everlasting. Amen. 
 

These are all crucial truths. But even if someone could corner the market on all truth, it still 

wouldn’t be enough, according to James! 

He illustrated this point with Abraham, the friend of God, and Rahab the harlot who became 

a believer. It was the same for both of them—their faith issued in good works. For Abraham, it 

was his willingness to offer his son Isaac to God as a sacrifice when God asked him to. As James 

puts it in verses 22-23: 
 

Do you see that faith was working together with his works, and by works 

faith was made perfect (or completed)? And the Scripture was fulfilled 

which says, “Abraham believed God, and it was accounted to him for 

righteousness.” And he was called a friend of God. 
 

Rahab had heard about what God had done for the Hebrews, so when the spies came into 

Jericho, she hid them from those looking for them, then sent them out another way (2:25). 

 James then offers this conclusion: For as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith 

without works is dead also (2:26). 

So faith by itself—merely saying the right thing or believing the right thing—without good 

works is useless and dead. 
 

Now James’ second assertion is the flip side of the first one. While faith without works is 

useless and dead, good works complete and demonstrate genuine faith. 

Now some people try to say that James is contradicting Paul here. Paul’s emphasis is that we 

are saved by grace through faith apart from the works of the law (e.g., Ephesians 2:8-10; Romans 

3:19-26).  

We’re really dealing with semantics here. For Paul, faith is trust, a commitment made in 

submission and dependence which leads to obedience to Jesus as Lord. And that commitment 

bears fruit—it is, again as he describes it Galatians 5:6, faith working through love. In fact, in 

that Ephesians 2 passage where Paul declares that our salvation is by grace . . . through faith . . . 

not of works, he goes on to say in the very next verse:  
 

For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good 

works, which God prepared beforehand that we should walk in 

them. 
 

James, on the other hand, seems to be speaking of faith as mere belief, without the kind of 

commitment Paul had in mind.  



 4 

In the Reformation of the 16th century, the Reformers, beginning with Martin Luther, 

emphasized that salvation is through faith alone. But that didn’t mean that faith had no effect on 

a person. Genuine faith would demonstrate itself through good works. They sometimes 

expressed it this way: “Faith alone justifies, but the faith that justifies is never alone!” 

James was actually arguing two things here. First, he was saying that good works 

demonstrate genuine faith (2:18-19). He uses the literary device called diatribe to make his point, 

anticipating and responding to his opponent. He offers this challenge: Show me your faith 

without your works, and I will show you my faith by my works (2:18). 

Then he argues that good works complete genuine faith (2:20-25). Again, he uses Abraham 

as an example, saying that his works completed his faith when he offered up Isaac. 

 Let me ask you a question. Whose faith do you have more confidence in: the professing 

believer who lives out his or her faith by being involved in the church, in ministry to those in 

need, and in Christ’s mission, or the one who talks about how much he or she believes, but 

whose life never produces any good works or fruit? 
 

Genuine faith 

OK, so what kinds of works complete and show faith? Well, James points to three kinds in 

particular in this passage: 

• Genuine concern and compassion for the needy, which leads to a concrete ministry to 

their needs. 

• Costly obedience, like Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice Isaac. 

• Participation in God’s unfolding purpose, like Rahab. 

As followers of Jesus, I think it behooves us to examine our lives to see if these expressions of 

faith are present in us. And if they’re not, we need to be asking why and what we need to do 

about it! 
 

Just as James argued, faith without works is dead, but genuine faith is completed and shown 

by good works. Are you examining your own faith this morning? What about the faith of our 

church? If someone were to ask you, “Where’s the faith?” could you demonstrate it to them by 

your deeds? Could we as a congregation? 

Over the past couple of decades, research by polling organizations has consistently shown 

that even with the numbers declining in recent years, most Americans still believe in God. Many 

think religion is important and claim to have had some kind of “spiritual experience,” and claim 

to attend church or synagogue. But I’d venture that 20% or less would really qualify as 

“dedicated Christians.” So I have to ask, “Where’s the faith?” 

As I look at our church, I see many whose faith is genuine by the standard James establishes 

here. But sometimes, when I look at some who call themselves Christians, I feel like Clara 

Peller—“I don’t think there’s anybody back there.” 

May God give us all grace to complete and demonstrate our faith by our works! 

 MEG 
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1 Scripture quotations are from The Holy Bible, New King James Version®. 


