
“A Faith that Works” 
James 2:14-26 

 
Introduction 
Imagine that we are in a room. We’ve never been in a room like this and we don’t know how 
we got there. But, we are told that we need to be prepared to exit. Periodically, someone’s 
name is called, they take their place at the door, the door is pushed open, they are pushed out, 
and the door closes. 
What’s on the other side of that door?! 
As some prepare for their exit, they think that all of those who have exited are gathered and 
there may be a party. So, they prepare for a party. 
Others have all sorts of other ideas of what is outside that door. 
One woman has a booklet in her hand. It says that they are in an airplane. It tells her that she 
will need a parachute on her back because when she exits the plane, she will be 15,000 feet 
above the ground as she falls to earth. So, she puts a parachute on and the others mock her. 
They laugh. But she sits and waits. Her name is called, she takes her place at the door, the door 
is thrown up, she is pushed out … as she begins her decent to earth. After the initial shock, she 
loves the freedom of falling knowing that she has the parachute that she will soon deploy. 
But, then she is filled with terror. She is safe … but all of those who exited before her have 
fallen to their death. They were not prepared when they exited the door … and it was too late. 
 
Friends, we are in the airplane right now. Those who have died have exited. And as we come to 
James 2:14-26, we hear James helping us to answer the question: “How do we know, REALLY 
know, that we are prepared for our exit? How can we know that our faith is the kind of saving 
faith that will take us to Heaven and not send us to Hell?” 
 
We live in what some call the Bible belt. I would argue that Murray is virtually the buckle on the 
Bible belt. The Christian worldview is still a prevalent force for good in public life. There are 
wonderful benefits to being in a society like this. But, there are also some deficits. One is that 
the Gospel tends to get watered down – because virtually everyone thinks they are a Christian. 
When Phillip Peeler and I were knocking on doors each Sunday afternoon, you might be 
surprised at how many folks would claim to be a Christian – but couldn’t tell us what church 
they attended. Church attendance doesn’t save us but can someone truly be born again and 
have so little disregard for the bride of Christ? 
 
So, the text before us is so important. I hope you will have your Bibles open, your pens ready to 
write down thoughts God gives to you, and your heart open to receive God’s Word. Let’s dig in. 
 
1. Faith Without Righteous Behavior is a Dead Faith (v. 17, 26) 

a. Instead of using the word, “works,” I’m using the term “righteous behavior,” because 
that’s what it refers to. James is referring to the external activity and the internal 
promptings that give evidence that true saving faith has taken hold. 

b. Let’s look at two verses in our text: 
1) V. 17 “So also faith by itself, if it does not have works (righteous behavior), is dead.” 



a) So, we can have a kind of faith that is dead. We are believing. We are trusting. But, 
it is a dead faith. 

b) What does that look like? How dead is that kind of faith? 
2) V. 26 “For as the body apart from the spirit is dead, so also faith apart from works is 

dead.” 
a) I attended a funeral this past week. A lifeless body lay in the casket. The spirit had 

departed. The body couldn’t do anything. In fact, the only thing it could do was to 
be put in the ground where it would begin the decaying process. 

b) So, when someone claims to have faith but doesn’t have righteous behavior, that 
faith that they claim to have is a dead faith. It’s lifeless. The only thing it can do is to 
begin the decaying process because it certainly isn’t the kind of faith that will get 
that person to Heaven. It’s faith but it’s not a saving faith – it’s a death faith. 

2. Saving Faith is Based Solely Upon Grace (Ephesians 2:8-10) 
a. We absolutely reject any notion that we must do anything to obtain salvation. The only 

work we engage in is to receive it. God graciously gives us the faith to trust in Him. 
b. We also reject the notion that we must “perform” in order to gain or maintain God’s 

favor. God’s view of us has been determined by the finished work of Christ on the cross 
and in our hearts. Nothing we do can make God love us any more or any less – He loves 
us supremely. 

c. Ephesians 2:8-9 “For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your 
own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast.  

d. James completely agrees with this. He said in James 2:23 that Abraham was declared 
righteous by God “when he believed.” 

e. James isn’t teaching a works salvation. He is talking about Ephesians 2:10. 
f. Ephesians 2:10 “For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, 

which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.”  
g. James is simply saying that if you have true saving faith that comes by grace and if you are 

continuing to live in that grace, you will give evidence to it by living righteously – you will 
spend time in God’s Word and obey it. Of course, you will sin and need to ask for 
forgiveness but you will get up and resume your trek towards holiness. 

3. Saving Faith Produces Righteous Behavior (v. 14-26) 
a. Now, let’s look at our text, verse-by-verse.  
b. I want us to simply walk through it and makes comments along the way because this is a 

horribly misunderstood text. In fact, the father of the Reformation, Martin Luther, 
heartily disagreed with it. In fact, he would go so far as to say that this section of James 
was in direct violation to the Apostle Paul’s treatise on grace in the book of Romans.  

c. So, let’s dig in… 
d. V. 14 “What good is it, my brothers, if someone says he has faith but does not have 

works? Can that faith save him?”  
1) Now, remember, “works” is equated with “righteous behavior.” It is behavior that 

aligns with God’s Word and God’s will. 
2) The question James is asking as he begins this part of his letter is: “Can a faith that 

doesn’t demonstrate righteous behavior be a saving faith?” 



3) If someone at your workplace said that they asked Jesus to save them and they are on 
their way to Heaven but if they never demonstrate righteous behavior (have no desire 
to pray or read their Bible or attend church, never seems convicted by sinful behavior, 
etc.), can that kind of faith save them? 

4) Now, James goes into a simple illustration to get his point across… 
e. V. 15-16 “If a brother or sister is poorly clothed and lacking in daily food, and one of you 

says to them, ‘Go in peace, be warmed and filled,’ without giving them the things needed 
for the body, what good is that?”  
1) James is saying that talk is easy. We could easily say, “Be warmed and filled.” But, if we 

don’t do anything, our words are meaningless. 
2) Principle: Don’t pay attention to what people say nearly as much as what they do. 
3) “I’m selling a product that will give you tons of energy” – and they have bags under 

their eyes. 
4) We listen to what people say – but what they look like and what they do can discredit 

their message. 
5) “Hey, I’m saved and on my way to Heaven.” Oh, really. Let’s look at the fruit because 

Jesus said we will know believers “by their fruit” (righteous behavior) in Matt. 7:16,20. 
f. V. 17 “So also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead.”  

1) James is simply saying that if you say you are saved but your actions don’t show it, the 
faith you have isn’t saving faith. 

2) The very clear thought in James’ mind is that someone who is truly saved will show it 
by righteous behavior. They will show in their actions that they are striving to comply 
with God’s Word as they become more and more like Jesus. 

g. V. 18 “But someone will say, ‘You have faith and I have works.’ Show me your faith apart 
from your works, and I will show you my faith by my works.”  
1) This verse has been interpreted in a few different ways by those who have studied it. 
2) It seems to me that James is creating an imaginary role play. 

a) Someone has faith (supposedly) without righteous behavior. 
b) Someone else has righteous behavior. 
c) The person who claims to have faith without righteous behavior can’t show their 

faith to others. It is intangible. 
d) But the person who has righteous behavior puts skin on their faith. Their faith is 

visible. 
h. V. 19 “You believe that God is one; you do well. Even the demons believe—and shudder!”  

1) This was the Jewish Shema (Deut. 6:4, 5), the most basic doctrine of the OT. 
2) Deuteronomy 6:4 “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one.” 
3) This is a central part of the Jewish prayer and is recited in the morning and as the last 

words before they go to bed. It was a clear statement of monotheism. There is only 
one God – the Lord. 

4) But James says that just saying the words doesn’t accomplish anything. In fact, those 
who repeatedly recite those words almost certainly don’t have the same emotional 
reaction as the demons – who shudder in fear at the one true God. 

i. V. 20 “Do you want to be shown, you foolish person, that faith apart from works is 
useless?”  



1) Now, James feels as if he has been making sense to his readers. So, anyone who 
continues to think that they can have saving faith that doesn’t affect their behavior is a 
fool. 

2) The kind of faith that doesn’t cause someone to begin engaging in righteous behavior 
is a useless faith. Anyone who is resting in a faith that hasn’t changed their behavior is 
a fool. 

j. V. 21-23 “21 Was not Abraham our father justified by works when he offered up his son 
Isaac on the altar? 22 You see that faith was active along with his works, and faith was 
completed by his works; 23 and the Scripture was fulfilled that says, “Abraham believed 
God, and it was counted to him as righteousness”—and he was called a friend of God.”  
1) Now, we need a working knowledge of what James is talking about here. If we don’t, 

we’ll hear him say that Abraham was “justified by works” and think it was a works 
salvation. We will have completely missed the point that James is making. 

2) First, notice in vs. 23 that James quotes Genesis 15:6 where it clearly says that 
Abraham was counted as righteous because of belief. It was grace that Abraham 
simply received – not based on anything that Abraham did. 

3) The event that James mentions in vs. 21 happened many years after Abraham “believe 
God, and it was counted to him as righteousness” (Genesis 22). 

4) Clearly, James is simply continuing to drive the same point home – that genuine faith is 
demonstrable. It will become obvious to those who observe that righteous behavior 
will ensue. If we are truly saved, it will show up in obedience and righteous behavior. 

5) Faith justifies the sinner; righteous behavior validates the faith. 
6) We don’t work to get saved and we don’t work to stay saved. But true saving faith 

demonstrates itself in righteous behavior, and therefore gives evidence that we have 
saving faith. 

k. V. 24 “You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone.”  
1) If we ripped this verse out of context, it teaches works salvation. 
2) But, understood in its context, we realize that James is saying that faith saves us. But it 

is righteous behavior that reveals to us that our faith is the saving faith kind. If it 
doesn’t include a commitment to obey the Lord and gives evidence in our behavior, 
then it isn’t saving faith. 

3) James is showing the difference between grace and cheap grace. 
l. V. 25 “And in the same way was not also Rahab the prostitute justified by works when she 

received the messengers and sent them out by another way?”  
1) Now, by this time, we understand what James is saying. Righteous behavior doesn’t 

save us. It simply validates our faith. 
2) When we read this verse, it tells us that her behavior gave evidence that she had 

saving faith. So, when did she initially demonstrate that faith? Listen to what she told 
the Jewish spies before she saved their life… 

3) Joshua 2:11 “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.” 

4) Once again, we see someone who trusted in the Lord … and then demonstrated that 
they had saving faith by their behavior. 



m. V. 26 “For as the body apart from the spirit is dead, so also faith apart from works is 
dead.”  
1) This is the nail in the coffin of dead faith. 
2) If we claim that we are on our way to Heaven but are not characterized by righteous 

behavior, then our faith isn’t saving faith. It is a dead faith. 
 
Conclusion 
So, is it possible to have a saving faith and sin. Yes! A thousand times Yes. 
1 John 1:8 “If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.”  
But, if we are truly saved, we will be convicted over that sin. Maybe we make it right that day. 
Maybe we even stray for months or years. But the conviction is there. God’s Holy Spirit won’t 
let us rest until we make it right. 
1 John 1:9 “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us 
from all unrighteousness.” 
And then, we will continue on our road to holiness. We will give evidence with righteous 
behavior that we are truly saved. 
So, what about you this morning. Are you saved? … 


