
 

James 2:14-26 

 The Faith which Saves is the Faith which Transforms 

 

I have in my hands an egg. I like eggs. But this egg that I am holding is 

worthless. It looks nice but it is empty [crush]. This egg illustrates a 

problem that abounds in the evangelical church. Let me explain. A 

grandmother calls me to tell me about the tragic death of her young 

adult grandson, who lived a life of wanton sin and debauchery and died 

in a horrific accident during a police pursuit. In our conversation she 

says to me, “At least I know that he was saved. When he was 10 years 

old he asked Jesus into his heart during Vacation Bible School”. What 

do I say to her?   Friedrich Nietzsche, the atheistic philosopher one day 

remarked to some Christians: “If you want me to believe in your 

redeemer then you have got to look a lot more redeemed.” We should 

be concerned that some people who claim to be saved are merely 

deceiving themselves. Someday when it is too late they will find 

themselves in eternity without God and severed from eternal life.  

James had that same concern for those who associated with the 

churches to which he was writing. This passage is a warning whose 

theme is repeated. It is hard to miss it. Verse 17, v. 20, v. 26. I would 

summarize the message of James 2:14-26 this way: 

 

Claiming to be saved when our lives do not evidence transformation is 

empty because faith without works is dead. 

 

James approaches his subject in both a negative way [14-20] and a 

positive way [21-25]. 

 

1. First, James says faith without works is of worthless.  [14-20] 

James begins with a question expecting a negative reply. (read) Then, 

James spells out the inadequacies of such a claim in four ways. 

 



1) Faith without works cannot save because it is inadequate. [15-16] 

Faith which does not produce righteous and loving actions cannot save 

and is isn’t of any value. The word “save” means deliver. Salvation 

includes the entire process of God’s delivering us from our sin by our 

faith in Jesus who justifies and delivers us from the penalty of sin by his 

atoning death on the cross.  What works does James have in mind? The 

context would suggest that foremost in James’ mind were good works 

of love and compassion, anything done out of obedience to God and 

love for others. Faith that does not produce acts of love and moral 

righteousness cannot save you. The kind of faith that saves is a faith 

that transforms us. Look at James’ illustration in v.15-16. His illustration 

depicts uncaring, outrageous behavior. Perhaps there were some who 

were saying to their poor brothers and sisters, “God bless you, brother. 

Just trust God; God will take care of you. And get a job,” without 

helping the person. [I have asked myself what I would do if an 

undocumented immigrant came to my door in desperate need of food 

and shoes. Would I feed him and give him a pair of shoes or tell them to 

go back where he came from] James says that faith words without 

actions are of no value. 

 

2) Faith without works is impotent: It is dead. v. 17. 

James does not say that such faith is unreal or non-existent, but that it 

is dead.  The Bible emphasizes the inability or incapability that death 

brings. [Ecclesiastes 9:4]   

 

If Lyndon was looking for workers he would not go to the cemetery to 

find them. Dead people are powerless; so, any kind of faith which does 

not transform us into people whose lives and hearts are filled with 

doing good and being good cannot achieve its intended goal which is 

salvation.  

 

3) Faith is impossible to demonstrate without works. v.18   



V.18 is difficult. Perhaps the best understanding of the verse is to take 

the first part as the words of an objector, claiming that faith and works 

are two separate gifts not necessarily seen together in the same person 

[one has faith; another has works] and the second part of the verse as 

James reply. (read that way) James’ point is that faith and works go 

together; they are inseparable. Faith cannot exist apart from works of 

love and obedience. As someone put it, “Faith is the sun; works are the 

sunbeams.  

 

4) Faith without works is incomplete [19-20] 

Verse 19 is kind of a tongue in cheek way of saying that assent to the 

truth is not an adequate response. The demons at least shudder as they 

acknowledge the truth of the existence of the one true God. Affirming 

the most basic of theological truths of the Bible is inadequate. Correct 

doctrine is insufficient. It is not enough to merely agree with what the 

Bible says. I have noticed there are some of us who get more pumped 

up arguing about some minute nuance of theology than in thinking 

about how to live out that theology in our lives.  

 

Verses 21-25 are the positive side of James’ contention that saving faith 

transforms. 

 

2. It is the presence of good works which vindicates our faith claims. V. 

21-25. 

 

James gives two examples from the O.T. to show that it is by our 

actions, that our faith is shown to be alive and well. The examples are 

from the opposite ends of the human spectrum: Abraham the revered 

patriarch of the Jewish nation and Rahab a gentile prostitute at the 

time of Joshua. The faith of each was demonstrated by their acts of 

obedience. 

 



Abraham demonstrated his faith by offering up his son Isaac on an altar 

in obedience to God’s command. Rahab’s faith [Joshua2:9] was 

vindicated by hiding the two Israeli spies. Both were vindicated and 

shown to be true believers by these acts.  

 

These verses are difficult. They seem in direct contradiction to what 

Paul said.  Romans 4:1-5, 5:1, Ephesians 2:8-9, Titus 3:5. This really 

bothered the great Reformer Martin Luther. Luther said that “James 

mangles the Scriptures, and thus contradicts Paul and all the Scriptures. 

St. James is an epistle of straw for it has no evangelical way about it.” 

Yet Luther did not reject James and quotes it as having biblical standing 

and authority in spite of his qualms. What about it do Paul and James 

contradict each other? Not really. When Paul speaks of justification he 

is speaking of God’s declaration that believing sinner is righteous in 

Christ.  Paul says that works cannot save. James says that faith that 

does not produce works is meaningless. 

 

When James speaks of Abraham and Rahab being justified by works he 

is not saying that a person gets to heaven by his works. Rather, he uses 

the word “justify” in the sense of “vindicate, or demonstrate to be 

righteous.”  The actions of Abraham in Genesis 22 in sacrificing Isaac on 

the altar vindicated God’s declaration in Genesis 15:6. 

 

Abraham on Mt. Moriah encountered the greatest trial of his faith. God 

had promised years before that Isaac would be the heir through whom 

a nation would be born. Abraham passed this test. He demonstrated 

that the faith conceived back in Ur of Chaldea was now mature. It is 

when we receive the implanted Word, when we actively obey the royal 

law of love that faith is matured. Abraham’s obedience not only 

demonstrated the reality and maturation of his faith, it had another 

blessed result.”He was called the friend of God.” He became a special 

recipient of God’s friendship. The passage reminds us of the words of 

Jesus in John 15. “You are my friends, if you do what I command you.” 



A friend of God is one who has intimate fellowship with God.  James 

ends his discourse on faith and works in v. 26 with another analogy to 

drive home his point. 

 

Why did James write this passage and include it is this epistle? How did 

he want his readers to respond to this truth? We can only assume. We 

wish he would have ended with something like, “Therefore, brothers 

and sisters, make sure your faith is alive and working. Don’t assume you 

are saved just because you believe the right things. Examine your lives 

to see if they give any evidence that you have saving faith?  That would 

seem to be the right responses we should make.  

 

But, this is also a dangerous text. What do I mean? 

 

1)  It is dangerous to ignore it or just apply it to others. “I am not like all 

those people in the world. I don’t get drunk, smoke, swear or abuse my 

family. I am not gay or transgendered. I oppose abortion. I go to church. 

I believe the Bible.”  That is all well and good, but what does a 

transformed life look like biblically? It goes far beyond externals to 

what is in our hearts, to our desires, attitudes and relationships, to a 

way of living that is transforming how we think and how we act. James 

is in tune with the Old Testament prophets [Jeremiah 7:2-7, Hosea 6:6, 

Micah 6:8] ]John the Baptist [Luke 3:7-14] and Jesus [Matthew 7:21-23, 

yes and even with Paul. [Romans 6:15-18, 1 Corinthians 6:9-11,  

2 Corinthians 5:17] Just because you prayed some prayer in VBS or 

went forward at a meeting doesn’t mean you are saved 

 

2) It is dangerous because some might misunderstand James to be 

teaching that we can be saved by our good works.  

 

That is not what James is saying. James contends that saving faith will 

produce good works. It will transform us.   As someone put it, “Works 

are not something added to faith but the essential expression of it.” 



Saving faith does not exist apart from moral righteousness and deeds of 

compassion, but our good works do not have atoning value. They do 

not add anything to the finished work of Christ.   

 

3) It is dangerous because it might destroy our assurance of being 

saved. James is not saying that we must be sinless to be certain we are 

saved, but that we must evidence that we are being transformed by the 

Word of God and the Spirit of God. 

 

So, what should we take home from this text? 

 

1) Some self-examination is appropriate. What evidence do you see in 

your life that it is being transformed by the Gospel? If the way you 

think, talk, and act is little different than those around you who don’t 

claim to be Christians, this is a serious problem. 

 

2) There is encouragement here as well. As you look back over your life, 

thank God for the desires you have to please God. [Augustine] Rejoice 

in the transformation Christ has brought about in you.       
 


