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True Faith Necessarily Produces Works

James has just shown that a certain pattern of behaviour (i.e., “respect of persons”) is
fundamentally incompatible with true faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. That is to say, there are
certain actions which are incompatible with true faith, and certain actions which demonstrate
true faith. From this key insight, James now presents the general principle: true faith necessarily
produces works of faith. He develops this principle by dealing first of all with what he calls
“dead” (false) faith, and then with true faith.

Dead Faith

This dead faith is first of all identified (v14). It consists of a profession of faith (“though a man
say…”), which is not accompanied by any works of faith. Thus the question at the end of the
verse, “can faith save,” must be interpreted in this context ‒ James is asking whether a mere
profession of faith is enough to save, or whether there is more to saving faith than just words.
Notice the similarity, once again, with Jesus’ teaching (Matt. 7:21f.) concerning those who
profess, but do not obey.

Next, dead faith is illustrated (v15-17), by the analogy of a profession of care and concern,
which is not accompanied by any acts of care and concern. If there is someone in need and a
profession of concern is made, and caring words spoken: what use is it, if there is no act to
accompany the profession? The lack of action actually contradicts such a mere profession of
care, and reveals it to be false and hollow. There is no profit to the needy; the words by
themselves are useless. So a mere profession of faith, without accompanying works, is of no
spiritual profit, and by this test its falsehood is exposed.

Now such a dead faith is challenged (v18). “Thou” refers to the one in verse 14 who has made a
profession of faith, but has no works of faith: the challenge could be made, “show me your
faith” ‒ and how could such a challenge be met? If there are no works, how can faith be seen or
demonstrated? Just as it is impossible to prove a corpse is alive, because it is not alive and
shows no signs of life, so also it is impossible to prove a mere profession of faith to be true faith,
because it is in fact dead faith and has none of the marks of true faith.

Finally, dead faith is condemned (v19-20). It is well and good to profess belief, and hold to the
tenets of doctrine (“one God” echoes the central confession of the Jews’ religion, cf. Deut. 6:4)
‒ but it is not enough! Mere intellectual assent to a doctrinal position does not equal true faith!
In fact such a “faith” is really demonic. If intellectual assent to God’s existence and unity were
enough for salvation, then the demons would be saved: but their trembling before God is not
true filial reverence, it is instead loathing and hatred.
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“Wilt thou know, O vain man” ‒ this is a call to self-examination; “are you willing to be
instructed,” James asks, “are you willing to be rebuked?” Faith without works cannot save,
because a work-less faith is dead. Yet this kind of empty profession is sadly very common: as
Jesus Himself predicted, there will be “many” who will claim His name on that day (Matt. 7:22),
but their claim will be proven false. Even in our churches, it is to be feared, there are “many”
who have heard the truth, but have not done it; who know the truth, but do not conform their
lives to it; who name the name of Christ, but do not truly deny self, take up the cross, and
follow Him.

True Faith

James turns to true faith, which is here exemplified in the lives of two Old Testament saints:
Abraham, and Rahab. In the example of Abraham (v21-24), James is of course not contradicting
Paul (cf. Gal. 2:16, 3:6, Rom. 3:28, 4:3) ‒ James uses the word “justify” in a different sense, and
the word “works” in a different sense. Whereas Paul speaks of the impossibility of being
declared righteous (justified) before God by works of the law, James speaks of the necessity of
demonstrating righteousness by works of faith. Abraham indeed demonstrated his faith when
he was asked by God to sacrifice his only son Isaac (the only one through whom the promise of
God was to be fulfilled), in Gen. 22:1-12. He obeyed without complaint, arguing, or delay;
without turning back; and without flinching at the end. God, of course, already knew Abraham’s
faith, and had already declared him righteous (cf. Gen. 15:6). But now Abraham’s faith was
“perfected” (completed) by works that demonstrated it, and thus the declaration of scripture,
that Abraham believed God, was “fulfilled” (i.e., proved and demonstrated to be true ‒
Abraham really believed God).

The example of Rahab is chosen by James as his second example, probably because Rahab was
very different from Abraham: she was a heathen prostitute; there is no record of God
appearing to her as He did to Abraham; and she came to faith simply by hearing what God had
done in bringing Israel out of Egypt and to the brink of Canaan (cf. Josh. 2:1-18). Yet even in
such a case, true faith was unequivocally demonstrated: while all around her had the same
information, she actually believed the God of Israel, and acted on that belief. She made her
allegiance clear by her treatment of the spies, risking her own life. Even a heathen prostitute
like Rahab, James says, can demonstrate true faith ‒ can you?

As the body cannot be without the spirit, otherwise it is dead; so also faith cannot be without
works ‒ not self-righteous “works of the law,” or self-imagined works that we invent, but works
of obedience, doing the will of God, obeying the word of the God. Once again, it is not enough
merely to know, or even to acknowledge the truth: the crucial question is, do you obey it? Are
you truly living out your faith at home, at work, at school, at church?


