
Noon Bible Study: James 2 (Pt. 2)
James, writing to the early Christian community scattered around the region, is teaching and reminding the believers what 
it means to be the people of Jesus in their daily lives.  He is outlining a new way of living, distinct from their former lives 
whether as devout Jews or devout pagans.  His message is for the Christians of today as well.  He’s called us to live a truly 
religious life: temptation overcomers, hearers and doers, with care for those in need, with a moral purity,  without 
favoritism.  He’s turning now towards a more theological argument for the necessity of this new life. His main point of this 
section: those who have faith show their faith by their actions.

James 2:14-26

James 2:14 - Faith But No Works?

James implies that faith is what is necessary for salvation.  This is congruent with what Paul taught as well.  
Often times skeptics will highlight an alleged contradiction between Paul and James, typically leading to the 
minimizing of James work.  Paul wrote the following:

Ephesians 2:8-9 - For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the 
gift of God; 9 not as a result of works, so that no one may boast.

James wrote that “faith saves” as well (v. 14).  The conversation James has in his letter is not whether or not faith 
saves, but what living faith is all about.  His work gets the followers of Christ to consider the end result of faith 
→ a life that is impacted by that faith to the point of action.  And this was Paul’s desire as well.  The verse 
next verse after the famous “by grace you are saved through faith….” is this:

Ephesians 2:10 - For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 
beforehand so that we would walk in them.

Our study here is on the book of James.  We are looking at his letter, trying to receive and interpret it as the first 
Christians would have.  With this in mind, we won’t spend a bunch of time working to correlate these two early 
church leaders, but it’s important for us to realize that James and Paul are both inspired by the Holy Spirit and 
their works provide needed emphasis on various things that Christians need to understand and embrace.  Just because 
someone emphasizes the importance of love doesn’t mean they don’t believe in justice.  You can’t say everything you 
believe all the time, nor is it an effective rhetorical method to constantly qualify what you mean or say to 
satisfy the skeptics.  James believes in (and will teach) the centrality of faith to “save” us and calls Christians 
to live (works) in light of their faith.  He will emphasize and highlight what he believes the LORD is leading him to 
emphasize and highlight based on the need of his specific audience. 

Paul will do the exact same thing.
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James 2:15-17 - An Example

Having the sentiment to help someone in need is important, for without the mental or emotional concern, no action 
to help with follow.  However, simply having the empathy or thought  to help without actually helping makes the 
initial thought no more than wishful thinking.  The end goal of having compassion on the brother or sister in need 
is helping to actually alleviate their need. 

In the same way having “faith” (a belief in/of, a trust in God, a mental acknowledgement of truth) without that 
faith affecting your life at all is what James will call “dead faith”.  Dead faith isn’t saving faith.

So does this mean we are saved by the works that we do?  No, we are saved by the work God did through Jesus 
Christ...but the evidence of that unseen, non visible “faith” is action in light of that faith.

James 2:18

Do you think some people have faith and some people have works?

James uses a common literary style of presupposing the questions of his opponents and addressing their arguments 
before they have a chance to respond.  Apparently he anticipated that some of his day might argue that “some people 
have faith, others have good deeds” (NLT).  James responds:

James 2:18b - But I say, "How can you show me your faith if you don't have good deeds? I will show you my 
faith by my good deeds."

How else can you show you have faith?  If you argue that you have faith and others have good deeds, how can you 
prove that you are one of the ones who has faith but not good deeds?  You can’t! 

One of the common arguments of our time is similar.  There are Christians, especially in the United States, who speak 
of their faith as “private.”  While our relationship with God and Christ is certainly personal, Scripture does not 
indicate that it is private (read: secret).  Jesus said his followers would be known by their love (John 13:34-35) and 
that they were called to be a light to the world, comparable to a city set on a hill (Matthew 5:14-15) and 
concludes his point by calling us to:

"Let your light shine before men in such a way that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father 
who is in heaven. (Matthew 5:16)

Other concerning trends related to this are the “once saved always saved” theology which teaches that after a 
one-time verbal confession of “Jesus as Lord” or praying the often nebulous “sinner’s prayer” someone is eternally 
saved regardless of any response to this brief moment of...faith(??).  Whether you rob a bank, murder 25 people or 
convert to Islam, you’re saved.  While the Father’s intention is that those who are truly saved are “once saved, 
always saved…” this isn’t what Scripture means.
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Lastly, there are others who emphasize works in a disproportionate way.  They fear that one point of disobedience or 
sin causes you to lose your salvation.  Some have even returned to adherence to the Mosaic laws as a way to be 
made right with God.  While this is a minority view, it can be just as extreme as the perspectives we highlighted 
above.

James 2:19-20 - The Demons Get It, Do The Christians?

The belief in one God is the cornerstone of the Christian faith (built upon that foundation laid in the Old 
Testament, Jewish faith).  The foremost creed of Judaism, even cited in Jesus’ day was “The LORD (YHWH) our God is 
one” (Deuteronomy 6:4, Mark 12:29).  Especially in the cultural context of the first century (the Greek/Roman world 
was filled with deities), the Christian’s monotheism was a distinct characteristic.  As Paul brings the gospel to this 
world, he will often reiterate and highlight this truth:

Ephesians 4:6 - one God and Father of all who is over all and through all and in all.

1 Corinthians 8:4 - Therefore concerning the eating of things sacrificed to idols, we know that there is no 
such thing as an idol in the world, and that there is no God but one.

1 Corinthians 8:5-6a - For even if there are so-called gods whether in heaven or on earth, as indeed there 
are many gods and many lords, 6 yet for us there is but one God, the Father, from whom are all things and 
we exist for Him; 

1 Timothy 2:5a - For there is one God…

To be a Christian, one confessed to this truth - that there is only one God and that Jesus is the Messiah.  However, 
solely a verbal agreement to this truth without it impacting your life is in vain. 

James commends the believer for their creedal confession in verse 19 (“you believe that God is one...you do well!”) 
but then immediately pivots to say “the demons also believe” and this truth causes them to “tremble in fear!” (NET). 
 Certainly the follower of Christ should have a more vibrant faith than evil spirits?!  Understanding that faith and 
works flow together is an important reality to embrace.  For “faith without works is useless (v. 20).”

James 2:21-24 - Exhibit A: Abraham

Genesis 22 records a strange but powerful story of the LORD commanding the great patriarch Abraham to offer his 
only son as a sacrifice to God.  This child had been given to Abraham in his old age after the LORD covenanted with 
Abraham to make him the “father of many nations (Genesis 17:4-5).”  Incredibly, Abraham travels to Mount Moriah to 
offer up Isaac and just as he is about to kill him, the LORD intervenes, commends  Abraham and provides a ram as 
the real sacrifice.

James uses this story to highlight the point he is making about faith and works.  Abraham, known as the “father of 
faith” and the leading example of what faith is in the Hebrew Scriptures is intentionally selected by James to make 
this point.
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Abraham had faith.  His faith influenced his thoughts and actions.  When asked by God to sacrifice his son Isaac, he 
responded, in faith.  The evidence of his faith was “seen” by the fact that Abraham got up and went with Isaac to 
the mountain.  James says here that his works “justified” him.  But if you asked Abraham why he acted the way he 
did, he would have answered “because I have faith.”  His works were the overflow of his faith, the way you saw 
that He had faith.  Consider what the LORD spoke to Abraham in this record just as Abraham raised the knife over 
Isaac:

Genesis 22:9-12 - Then they came to the place of which God had told him; and Abraham built the altar there 
and arranged the wood, and bound his son Isaac and laid him on the altar, on top of the wood. 10 Abraham 
stretched out his hand and took the knife to slay his son. 11 But the angel of the LORD called to him from 
heaven and said, "Abraham, Abraham!" And he said, "Here I am." 12 He said, "Do not stretch out your hand 
against the lad, and do nothing to him; for now I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your 
son, your only son, from Me."

You can’t “see” someone’s fear of the LORD - but you can see the evidence of their fear of Him by their actions (or 
lack of actions).  It is the same with faith.

James 2:25 - Exhibit B: Rahab

Here James gives us his second Old Testament example to illustrate he isn’t teaching anything new about this 
relationship with faith and works.  Rahab was the harlot of Jericho who housed the spies as the Israelites made 
their approach in the Promised Land.  Here is what Rahab confessed to the spies:

Joshua 2:8-11 - Before the spies went to sleep that night, Rahab went up on the roof to talk with them. 9 
"I know the LORD has given you this land," she told them. "We are all afraid of you. Everyone in the land is 
living in terror. 10 For we have heard how the LORD made a dry path for you through the Red Sea when you 
left Egypt. And we know what you did to Sihon and Og, the two Amorite kings east of the Jordan River, 
whose people you completely destroyed. 11 No wonder our hearts have melted in fear! No one has the courage 
to fight after hearing such things. For the LORD your God is the supreme God of the heavens above and the 
earth below.

Many other people in the city of Jericho may have agreed with these factual statements, but how do we know that 
Rahab actually believed these things about the LORD?  Because of how she acted in light of this faith.

If you hear news that a tornado is spinning towards your home in the next 30 minutes, evidence that you believe 
(have faith in) this news is that you get in the car and drive as fast as you can in the opposite direction.  Your 
belief in the news that the tornado is close is ultimate what leads to your salvation from it, but your actions to 
get in the car to drive away seal that deal.  Believing the tornado is coming and sitting on the couch pondering, 
meditating or even mentioning it to someone else is in vain if you don’t flee.

James 2:26 - Faith Without Works Is Dead
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Can you have a dead body?  Yes.  Can you have faith that is dead?  Yes, if it does not have works/actions which 
flow from it.  James concludes this chapter with this powerful figure and mindpicture to illustrate his main point. 
 Faith without corresponding works is useless, pointless, and dead.

Perhaps James 2:14-26 brings great clarity to questions you’ve had.  Perhaps it confirms you’re on the right track.  Or 
perhaps these words are challenging to hear.  If so, it might be good for us to consider why.  The foundation of our 
relationship with God needs to be rooted in just that, a relationship.  When we get the relationship with God, which is based 
on love, right, we can get the “faith and works” stuff right too.

Here’s what I mean.  I love my wife.  That is primarily an emotional thing, a “feeling.”  But my love is shown, proven and 
verified by the way I act towards her.  What and how I speak, what I do/don’t do.  My wife will then “feel” my love.  She 
will know it is more than just lip-service, but real and genuine.  For me to say “I love you, I love you, I love you” but act 
like a jerk, ignore her, live with another family, or only think of myself, I’m not really loving her, even if I say or feel 
like I do.

There are some relationships which the spouses rarely say the word “I love you” but express this love clearly and 
consistently.  In this context, neither party wonders if their love is real.  The words might help define the feelings or 
expressions, but love is being lived out.  The acts of love aren’t designed to prove one’s love apart from the feeling of love, 
but are an expression of the unseen virtue of love.  In other words, you can even do the “acts of love” without being 
motivated by love, and the other party will likely notice that your heart isn’t behind it.  The acts of love, when motivated 
by the heart of love are powerful.

So the deeds of faith, motivated by the heart of faith are powerful to express the inward reality of our relationship with 
God. In addition, these actions are empowered by the very spirit of the God in whom we have faith. They are not works of our 
efforts they are a response in our lives to what God has done. And shouldn’t the reality of what our faith is rooted in 
(almighty God & the risen Christ) cause us to be different than we were before we had faith?  Can we interact with 
supernatural power and believe eternal promises and remain unchanged?!!! 

The world is searching for what’s real and genuine and is tired of talk.  More than ever God needs his people to act like his 
people and not just say they are his people.  God doesn’t just want people who agree to a statement of faith, he wants 
people of faith.
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