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Faith Without Works Is Dead – Part 3
Introduction
a. objectives

1. subject – James contends that saving faith demonstrates itself through the works of the believer
2. aim – to cause us to understand genuine saving faith and to live that faith out in all of life
3. passage – James 2:14-26

b. outline
1. The Substance of Saving Faith (James 2:14-17)
2. The Display of Saving Faith (James 2:18-19)
3. The Justification of Saving Faith (James 2:20-26)

c. opening
1. the all-in approach in this section

a. the analogy of Texas Hold-em Poker – the player who goes “all-in” because he believes he has 
the winning hand, and puts his entire stack into the pot to prove it to the other players

b. James 2:14-26 is his “all-in” moment – it’s when James pushes his argument to its climax
1. i.e. it’s where James defends the concept of genuine, saving faith

2. the methodology of this section
a. first, James defined (by inference) the substance of genuine, saving faith

1. using two (2) rhetorical questions, he infers the reality that faith is not just words
2. stating his point regarding the true substance of faith outright in v. 17 – a faith that is just 

professed is not a true faith, just as a benevolence in just words is not a true help to another
3. remember: James uses “faith” and “works” in different ways throughout this pericope

a. faith as either 1) minimalistic “profession” of belief or 2) a trust in the promises of God
b. works as either 1) minimalistic religious practices or 2) a life flowing out of a trust in God 

permeating the entirety of the Imago Dei
b. second, James showed (by visual) the oneness of genuine, saving faith

1. just as the Shema is a confession of the oneness of God, so faith and works , 
with each element being a different way of looking at that one thing

2. note: minimalistic faith and works do not overlap (i.e. you can have one without the other in 
synergism), but genuine faith and works are the same thing (i.e. a )

c. (now) James will prove (by Scripture) the justification of genuine, saving faith
1. he will add to his Jewish argument (in the Shema) by citing a great example from the history of 

Israel, an element of Jewish history everyone in his audience would understand
a. he refers to “Abraham our father” – the patriarch of a common religious or ethnic heritage

2. i.e. he will push his chips “all-in” before his Jewish, believing brothers 

III. The Justification of Saving Faith (James 2:20-26)

Content
a. the question repeated (v. 20)

1. “foolish person” = a repetition of the question posed in v. 14 to the interlocutor of v. 18
a. i.e. do you still not get it – does the Shema not teach you anything?
b. specifically, do you not yet see that a simple claim to trust in Jesus is not enough – are you still so 

foolish (vain; empty-handed; empty-headed) that you cannot see this connection?
1. remember: the fault for making the assumption that faith is just a “profession” lies with the 

teacher, not just with the student (note 3:1, the next passage)
2. IMO: it has been the church that has propagated this “falsity” through the years, working so 

hard to make its size grow that it has “watered down” the message to this point
c. IOW: what I have contended from the beginning of the letter should be sufficient

1. that faith must be tested in order for it to be genuine – tests of action
2. that faith must be consistent in order for it to be genuine – consistency of words and deeds

2. “shown” = do I need to bring an example that shows how true this concept is?
a. IOW: this idea of faith and works being the same thing is easily demonstrated from our history

1. and the example James uses is utterly familiar to his audience (and to us!)
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b. the examples of Abraham and Rahab (vv. 21-26)
1. the example posed via a question (v. 21)

a. i.e. does not the effort of Abraham, in offering up Isaac, prove that faith and works are one?
b. the familiar story of Abraham:

1. God calls Abram from Ur, and (in that initial call) makes a promise to him: I will make of you a 
great nation and all the families of the earth will be blessed through that nation (Gen. 12)

2. so, Abram takes his family and travels to Canaan, and God comes to him again (after a short 
sojourn in Egypt) and promises his descendants the entirety of the land he is now in (Gen. 13)

3. then, God comes to Abram again, and promises him that he would have a child (although his 
wife is barren) and makes a covenant with Abram to bring a nation from the child (Gen. 15)

4. so, Abram and Sarai attempt to “solve” the problem of her barrenness by having a child through 
a handmaiden, but the child (Ishmael) is rejected by God as the child of destiny (Gen. 16)

5. but, God promises to Abraham that Sarah would miraculously be made able to conceive a 
child, and that this child would become the father of the nation promised to Abraham (Gen. 17)

6. so, the child, Isaac, is conceived and born (Gen. 21) – Abraham sees in this child:
a. a child of love – a child born of the wife of his youth (not a child of a servant)
b. a child of miracle – a child born by the miraculous work of God in the womb of Sarah
c. a child of promise – a child that carries the promise of a future nation within him

c. the familiar story of the sacrifice of Isaac (Gen. 22):
1. God calls Abraham to take his son to the land of Moriah and offer him there as a sacrifice

a. so, Abraham takes Isaac to Moriah, and prepares to offer him to God: he builds an altar, 
ties up his son, places him on the altar, and takes out the knife to kill him – but God 
intervenes, and provides a “substitute” for sacrifice, a ram caught in a thicket

2. question: given the above about Isaac, how would any of us react to such a command?
a. after all, if this is the child of promise, doesn’t killing the child end the promise?

3. answer: there is no record (here or anywhere else) of Abraham questioning this command
a. Moses recounts his own questioning in Exo. 3, and even the failure of Abraham in escaping 

to Egypt and lying about his wife in Gen. 12, so he is not inclined to “ignore” any such doubts
b. in fact, v. 3 even notes that Abraham left “early in the morning” – immediately
c. this is Abraham’s “all-in” moment – the moment that his trust in the promises of God 

is so complete that he is willing to obey God and do what is utterly incongruous
1. note: this incident is explicitly referred to as “God tested Abraham” (v. 1)
2. it is the moment that his faith and his actions are demonstrated to be one

4. question: what could Abraham be thinking that would so convince him to act this way?
a. answer: although the promise (on the one hand) and a dead son (on the other) seem

incongruous, Abraham believed that God could “bridge” that contradiction by raising Isaac 
from the dead (Hebrews 11:17-19)
“By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac, and he who had received the promises was in the act of offering up his 
only son, of whom it was said, “Through Isaac shall your offspring be named.” He considered that God was able even to raise him 
from the dead, from which, figuratively speaking, he did receive him back.”

1. from a 3rd-millennium BC perspective, resurrection is an utterly unknown concept
2. for Abraham to make this connection implies that God must have revealed this idea to 

his mind, and Abraham in absolute trust of this promise was willing to step out in faith
2. the example explained (vv. 22-23)

a. “faith was active along with his works” = Abraham was trusting the promise of God and that trust 
“coordinated” all of his actions – Abraham was being led by his absolute trust in God
1. – they are so “intertwined” that they cannot be “separated”
2. to make a claim to trust in Christ must radically transform your life, otherwise it’s not faith!

b. “faith was completed by his works” = Abraham proved by his willingness to kill the child of promise 
that he fully trusted in God to fulfill the promise anyway – his actions demonstrated his trust in God

3. the example concluded (v. 24)
a. note: it is this statement that makes James seem so contradictory to Paul in Romans 3:28
b. however, the context makes it clear that James is not contradicting Paul at all – he is simply 

defining what genuine, saving faith really is, the kind of faith that truly justifies one before God
1. here is why a synergistic belief system fails, and only a faith is true (see above)
2. i.e. both Paul and James quote Gen. 15:6 – “Abraham believed God, and it was counted to 

him as righteousness” (Rom. 4:3 cf. v. 23)
3. Paul quotes it in the context of arguing that no one can stand before God and claim to be 

righteous on the basis of their good works (i.e. minimalistic religious activities)
a. good works alone do not make one righteous (i.e. disconnected from faith)
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4. James quotes it in the context of arguing that no one can stand before God and claim to be 
righteous on the basis of their profession (i.e. minimalistic claim to believe “something”)
a. good “professions” alone do not make one righteous (i.e. disconnected from actions)

4. the example extended (v. 25)
a. IMO: James includes a passing reference to Rahab to bolster his point (v. 25): she too put her 

trust in the God of the Israelites and demonstrated that trust by her actions in hiding the spies
1. the story is told in Joshua 2: a prostitute hides the Israelite spies under the condition that she 

be saved from the destruction of the city – she had heard of the power of God to bring the 
Israelites across the Red Sea and to overthrow other kings, and sought to be included

2. Rahab’s “all-in” moment was to risk her own death by protecting the spies
5. the example applied (v. 26)

a. the sacrifice of Isaac in Genesis 22 is one of the best foreshadowings of Christ in the O.T.
1. the picture of a Son of love, of miracle, and of promise being sacrificed by the Father – but this 

time, the Son actually dies as the sacrifice, himself becoming the “substitute” lamb for others
2. and, God raises him from the dead to bridge the “contradiction” that someone could die in our 

place, that someone else could take upon himself the wrath of God we rightly deserve
b. so, like Abraham, we are being tested by God to see if we are willing to go “all-in”

1. are we willing to push our entire life into Christ, believing that he alone is the promise?
2. i.e. just as a human body is “dead” without the spiritual life that God gives to it, so a “faith”

without its living, active substance is also useless
a. Abraham believed that God could raise his son from the dead, so he took out his knife
b. Jesus believed that God could raise him from the dead, so he gave himself over to the cross
c. true followers of Christ believe that God will raise them from the dead, so they go “all-in” to 

him in loyalty, obedience, submission, and risk in contrast to the message of the world 
around them (i.e. that this life is all there is …)


