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 James 2:14-17 reads, “What doth it profit, my brethren, though a man say he hath faith, 

and have not works?  Can faith save him?  If a brother or sister be naked, and destitute of daily 

food, and one of you say unto them, Depart in peace, be ye warmed and filled; notwithstanding 

ye give them not those things which are needful to the body; what doth it profit?  Even so faith, 

if it hath not works, is dead, being alone.” 

 With James 2:14-26 we come to the seventh paragraph of this epistle.  This paragraph is 

the second of two lengthy paragraphs in James 2, encompassing the entire second half of the 

chapter.  This paragraph also serves as the most difficult in the epistle for understanding and 

thereby as the most controversial for Biblical doctrine.  That doctrinal controversy is created through 

a number of statements in the paragraph.  First, there is the closing question of verse 14 – “Can 

faith save him?”  Second, there is the question of verse 21 – “Was not Abraham our father justified 

by works, when he had offered Isaac his son upon the altar?”  Third, there is the declaration of 

verse 24 – “Ye see then how that by works a man is justified, and not by faith only.”  Finally, there 

is the question of verse 25 – “Likewise also was not Rahab the harlot justified by works, when 

she had received the messengers, and had sent them out another way?”  Through all of these 

statements, this passage appears initially to be teaching that both faith and works are required for 

salvation and justification, which then appear to place in direct contradiction with other New 

Testament doctrine.  So then, as we proceed in our study of this paragraph, we shall consider the 

substance of this controversy and shall seek for a comprehension of its Biblical solution. 

 Yet before we focus our attention upon the doctrinal controversy and it solution, we should 

first focus our attention upon the primary concept and exhortation of the passage in relation to 

our daily Christian walk.  The contextual setting for this paragraph is immediately introduced in 

verse 14 with two rhetorical questions – “What doth it profit, my brethren, though a man say he 

hath faith, and have not works?  Can faith save him?”  These rhetorical questions are intended to 

be answered with a negative response, that is – that it does not profit if a man says that he has 

faith, but does not have works; and such a faith cannot save him.  This then is the primary con-

cept of the paragraph, to warn us away from being those who claim a walk of faith, but who lack 

a life of works, and to exhort us unto being those who have a walk of faith that is accompanied 

with works. 

 Even so, the entire rest of the paragraph provides supporting arguments for this primary 

concept.  As such, verses 15-26 can be divided into three parts, with each part containing a sup-

porting argument and a concluding statement.  The first supporting argument encompasses 

verses 15-16 and presents an argument from illustration – “If a brother or sister be naked, and 

destitute of daily food, and one of you say unto them, Depart in peace, be ye warmed and filled; 

notwithstanding ye give them not those things which are needful to the body; what doth it profit?”  

Then this argument from illustration concludes in verse 17 with the truth that a faith without 

works is a dead faith – “Even so faith, if it hath not works, is dead, being alone.” 



 The second supporting argument encompasses verses 18-19 and presents an argument from 

confrontation – “Yea, a man may say, Thou hast faith, and I have works: shew me thy faith without 

thy works, and I will shew thee my faith by my works.  Thou believest that there is one God; 

thou doest well: the devils also believe, and tremble.”  Then this argument from confrontation 

concludes in verse 20 with the truth that a faith without works is a dead faith – “But wilt thou 

know, O vain man, that faith without works is dead?” 

 The third supporting argument encompasses verses 21-25 and presents an argument from 

recognition (that is – from the recognition of real-life examples) – “Was not Abraham our father 

justified by works, when he had offered Isaac his son upon the altar?  Seest thou how faith 

wrought with his works, and by works was faith made perfect?  And the scripture was fulfilled 

which saith, Abraham believed God, and it was imputed unto him for righteousness: and he was 

called the Friend of God.  Ye see then how that by works a man is justified, and not by faith only.  

Likewise also was not Rahab the harlot justified by works, when she had received the messengers, 

and had sent them out another way?”  Then this argument from realization concludes in verse 26 

with the truth that a faith without works is a dead faith – “For as the body without the spirit is 

dead, so faith without works is dead also.”   

I. The Primary Concept – Pursue a walk of faith that is accompanied with works. 

 So then, in providing pastoral counsel for a spiritually mature walk in the believer’s life, 

this paragraph directly confronts those who make the claim to walk by faith with the Lord, 

but who lack the accompaniment of godly works in their lives.  As such, this paragraph ex-

horts us to pursue a daily walk of faith that is accompanied with godly works.  As believers 

the Lord our God intends, not that we walk with a dead faith which lacks works, but that 

we walk with a living faith which demonstrates itself by works.  Indeed, this is a truth that 

is taught throughout the New Testament. 

 In Ephesians 2:8-9 we learn that salvation is by God’s grace through faith alone, and not 

out of works – “For by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the 

gift of God: not of works, lest any man should boast.”  Yet in Ephesians 2:10 we learn that 

although we were not saved out of works, we were saved unto works – “For we are his 

workmanship, created in Christ Jesus unto good works, which God hath before ordained 

that we should walk in them.” 

 In James 1:21-22 the instruction is given, “Wherefore lay apart all filthiness and superflui-

ty of naughtiness, and receive with meekness the engrafted word, which is able to save 

your souls.  But be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving your own selves.”  

Then in James 1:25 the truth is added, “But whoso looketh into the perfect law of liberty, 

and continueth therein, he being not a forgetful hearer, but a doer of the work, this man 

shall be blessed in his deed.” 

 In John 15:16 our Lord Jesus Christ gave the exhortation, “Ye have not chosen me, but I 

have chosen you, and ordained you, that ye should go and bring forth fruit, and that your 

fruit should remain: that whatsoever ye shall ask of the Father in my name, he may give it 

you.”  Again in Romans 6:13 the instruction is given, “Neither yield ye your members as 

instruments of unrighteousness unto sin: but yield yourselves unto God, as those that are 



alive from the dead, and your members as instruments of righteousness [that is – as tools to 

work righteousness] unto God.”  Yet again in 1 Corinthians 15:58 the encouragement is 

given, “Therefore, my beloved brethren, be ye stedfast, unmoveable, always abounding in 

the work of the Lord, forasmuch as ye know that your labour is not in vain in the Lord.” 

 In 2 Corinthians 9:8 the truth is revealed, “And God is able to make all grace abound to-

ward you; that ye, always having all sufficiency in all things, may abound to every good 

work.”  Again in Galatians 5:6 the exhortation is given, “For in Jesus Christ neither cir-

cumcision availeth any thing, nor uncircumcision; but faith which worketh by love.”  Yet 

again in Philippians 2:12-13 the exhortation is given, “Wherefore, my beloved, as ye have 

always obeyed, not as in my presence only, but now much more in my absence, work out 

your own salvation with fear and trembling.  For it is God which worketh in you both to 

will and to do of his good pleasure.”   

 In 1 Timothy 2:9-10 the exhortation is given to the women, “In like manner also, that 

women adorn themselves in modest apparel, with shamefacedness and sobriety; not with 

broided hair, or gold, or pearls, or costly array; but (which becometh women professing 

godliness) with good works.”  Again in 1 Timothy 6:17-19 the exhortation is given for the 

rich, “Charge them that are rich in this world, that they be not highminded, nor trust in un-

certain riches, but in the living God, who giveth us richly all things to enjoy; that they do 

good, that they be rich in good works, ready to distribute, willing to communicate; laying 

up in store for themselves a good foundation against the time to come, that they may lay 

hold on eternal life.”  

 In 2 Timothy 2:21 the truth is revealed, “If a man therefore purge himself from these, he 

shall be a vessel unto honour, sanctified, and meet for the master’s use, and prepared unto 

every good work.”  Again in 2 Timothy 3:16-17 the truth is revealed, “All scripture is giv-

en by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for 

instruction in righteousness: that the man of God may be perfect, throughly furnished unto 

all good works.” 

 In Titus 2:11-14 the truth is revealed, “For the grace of God that bringeth salvation hath 

appeared to all men, teaching us that, denying ungodliness and worldly lusts, we should 

live soberly, righteously, and godly, in this present world; looking for that blessed hope, 

and the glorious appearing of the great God and our Saviour Jesus Christ; who gave himself 

for us, that he might redeem us from all iniquity, and purify unto himself a peculiar people, 

zealous of good works.”  Again in Titus 3:8 the exhortation is given, “This is a faithful 

saying, and these things I will that thou affirm constantly, that they which have believed in 

God might be careful to maintain good works.  These things are good and profitable unto 

men.”  Yet again in Titus 3:14 the exhortation is given, “And let ours also learn to main-

tain good works for necessary uses, that they be not unfruitful.” 

 In Matthew 5:14-16 our Lord Jesus Christ gave the exhortation, “Ye are the light of the 

world.  A city that is set on an hill cannot be hid.  Neither do men light a candle, and put it 

under a bushel, but on a candlestick; and it giveth light unto all that are in the house.  Let 

your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father 

which is in heaven.”  Again in Titus 3:1-2 the exhortation is given for all of us, “Put them 



in mind to be subject to principalities and powers, to obey magistrates, to be ready to every 

good work, to speak evil of no man, to be no brawlers, but gentle, shewing all meekness 

unto all men.”   

 In Colossians 1:9-10 the prayer was given, “For this cause we also, since the day we heard 

it, do not cease to pray for you, and to desire that ye might be filled with the knowledge of 

his will in all wisdom and spiritual understanding; that ye might walk worthy of the Lord 

unto all pleasing, being fruitful in every good work, and increasing in the knowledge of 

God.”  Again in 2 Thessalonians 2:16-17 the prayer is given, “Now our Lord Jesus Christ 

himself, and God, even our Father, which hath loved us, and hath given us everlasting con-

solation and good hope through grace, comfort your hearts, and stablish you in every good 

word and work.”  Yet again in Hebrews 13:20-21 the prayers is given, “Now the God of 

peace, that brought again from the dead our Lord Jesus, that great shepherd of the sheep, 

through the blood of the everlasting covenant, make you perfect in every good work to do 

his will, working in you that which is wellpleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ; to 

whom be glory for ever and ever. Amen.” 

 Finally, in 1 Corinthians 3:12-15 the truth is revealed concerning the Judgment Seat of 

Christ for every believer, “Now if any man build upon this foundation gold, silver, precious 

stones, wood, hay, stubble; Every man’s work shall be made manifest: for the day shall de-

clare it, because it shall be revealed by fire; and the fire shall try every man’s work of what 

sort it is. If any man’s work abide which he hath built thereupon, he shall receive a reward. 

If any man’s work shall be burned, he shall suffer loss: but he himself shall be saved; yet so 

as by fire.”  To which 2 Corinthians 5:10 adds the truth, “For we must all appear before 

the judgment seat of Christ; that every one may receive the things done in his body, accord-

ing to that he hath done, whether it be good or bad.” 

II. The Doctrinal Controversy – Is salvation by faith alone or by faith with works? 

 Yet, indeed, there is a doctrinal controversy to be considered from James 2:14-26.  First, 

the passage begins in verse 14 with two rhetorical questions – “What doth it profit, my 

brethren, though a man say he hath faith, and have not works?  Can faith save him?”  With-

in this context, these rhetorical questions are intended to be answered with a negative 

response, that is – that if a man says that he has faith, but does not have works, such a faith 

without works does not profit to save him.  However, the doctrinal teaching from the rest of 

the New Testament appears to teach the opposite; and thus the controversy has arisen.   

 From Ephesians 2:8-9 we learn, “For by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of 

yourselves: it is the gift of God: not of works, lest any man should boast.”  From John 3:16-18 

we learn, “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever 

believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.  For God sent not his Son into 

the world to condemn the world; but that the world through him might be saved.  He that 

believeth on him is not condemned: but he that believeth not is condemned already, because he 

hath not believed in the name of the only begotten Son of God.”  From Romans 1:16 we 

learn, “For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ: for it is the power of God unto salvation 

to every one that believeth; to the Jew first, and also to the Greek.”  From Romans 10:8-13 

we learn, “But what saith it?  The word is nigh thee, even in thy mouth, and in thy heart: 



that is, the word of faith, which we preach; that if thou shalt confess with thy mouth the 

Lord Jesus, and shalt believe in thine heart that God hath raised him from the dead, thou 

shalt be saved.  For with the heart man believeth unto righteousness; and with the mouth 

confession is made unto salvation.  For the scripture saith, Whosoever believeth on him 

shall not be ashamed.  For there is no difference between the Jew and the Greek: for the 

same Lord over all is rich unto all that call upon him.  For whosoever shall call upon the 

name of the Lord shall be saved.”  From Titus 3:4-7 we learn, “But after that the kindness 

and love of God our Saviour toward man appeared, not by works of righteousness which 

we have done, but according to his mercy he saved us, by the washing of regeneration, and 

renewing of the Holy Ghost; which he shed on us abundantly through Jesus Christ our Sav-

iour; that being justified by his grace, we should be made heirs according to the hope of 

eternal life.”  Finally, from Romans 11:6 we learn, “And if by grace, then is it no more of 

works: otherwise grace is no more grace. But if it be of works, then is it no more grace: 

otherwise work is no more work.” 

 Furthermore, in James 2:21 the rhetorical question is asked, “Was not Abraham our father 

justified by works, when he had offered Isaac his son upon the altar?”  Also in verse 25 the 

rhetorical question is asked, “Likewise also was not Rahab the harlot justified by works, 

when she had received the messengers, and had sent them out another way?”  Indeed, in 

verse 24 the argument is made, “Ye see then how that by works a man is justified, and not by 

faith only.”  However, again the doctrinal teaching from the rest of the New Testament ap-

pears to teach the opposite; and thus the controversy is strengthened. 

 From Acts 13:38-39 we learn, “Be it known unto you therefore, men and brethren, that 

through this man is preached unto you the forgiveness of sins: and by him all that believe are 

justified from all things, from which ye could not be justified by the law of Moses.”  From 

Romans 3:19 – 4:5 we learn, “Now we know that what things soever the law saith, it saith to 

them who are under the law: that every mouth may be stopped, and all the world may be-

come guilty before God.  Therefore by the deeds of the law there shall no flesh be justified in 

his sight: for by the law is the knowledge of sin.  But now the righteousness of God without 

the law is manifested, being witnessed by the law and the prophets; even the righteousness of 

God which is by faith of Jesus Christ unto all and upon all them that believe: for there is no 

difference: for all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God; being justified freely by 

his grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus: whom God hath set forth to be a pro-

pitiation through faith in his blood, to declare his righteousness for the remission of sins that 

are past, through the forbearance of God; to declare, I say, at this time his righteousness: that 

he might be just, and the justifier of him which believeth in Jesus.  Where is boasting then?  

It is excluded.  By what law?  Of works?  Nay: but by the law of faith.  Therefore we con-

clude that a man is justified by faith without the deeds of the law.  Is he the God of the Jews 

only? is he not also of the Gentiles?  Yes, of the Gentiles also: seeing it is one God, which 

shall justify the circumcision by faith, and uncircumcision through faith.  Do we then make 

void the law through faith?  God forbid: yea, we establish the law.  What shall we say then 

that Abraham our father, as pertaining to the flesh, hath found?  For if Abraham were justi-

fied by works, he hath whereof to glory; but not before God.  For what saith the scripture?  

Abraham believed God, and it was counted unto him for righteousness.  Now to him that 

worketh is the reward not reckoned of grace, but of debt.  But to him that worketh not, but 

believeth on him that justifieth the ungodly, his faith is counted for righteousness.”  From 



Galatians 2:16 we learn, “Knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the law, but 

by the faith of Jesus Christ, even we have believed in Jesus Christ, that we might be justified 

by the faith of Christ, and not by the works of the law: for by the works of the law shall no 

flesh be justified.”  From Galatians 3:10-14 we learn, “For as many as are of the works of 

the law are under the curse: for it is written, Cursed is every one that continueth not in all 

things which are written in the book of the law to do them.  But that no man is justified by the 

law in the sight of God, it is evident: for, The just shall live by faith.  And the law is not of 

faith: but, The man that doeth them shall live in them.  Christ hath redeemed us from the 

curse of the law, being made a curse for us: for it is written, Cursed is every one that hangeth 

on a tree: that the blessing of Abraham might come on the Gentiles through Jesus Christ; that 

we might receive the promise of the Spirit through faith.”  Finally, from Galatians 5:4 we 

learn, “Christ is become of no effect unto you, whosoever of you are justified by the law; ye 

are fallen from grace.” 

III. The Contextual Comprehension – Understanding key words in the context of this passage. 

 So then, how can this apparent contradiction and this doctrinal controversy be resolved.  It 

can be resolved through a comprehension and understanding of how four key words are used 

and applied within the context of James 2:14-26 itself.  Thee four key words are “faith,” 

“works,” “save,” and “justified.”  Now, the word “faith” is the central word of this context 

unto which each of the other three words is contextually connected.  Therefore, we shall 

consider the word “faith” after we have come to a contextual comprehension concerning 

the other three words. 

 In the first place, we consider the word “works.”  This noun is used twelve times in this 

passage.  It basically means the performance of some activity.  Yet what realm of activity is 

intended by the usage of the noun “works” in James 2:14-26?  The answer may be found 

through an earlier usage of the noun “work” in James 1:25, wherein the promise is given, “But 

whoso looketh into the perfect law of liberty, and continueth therein, he being not a forgetful 

hearer, but a doer of the work, this man shall be blessed in his deed.”  Furthermore, in its 

context this verse is directly connected to James 1:21-22, wherein the instruction is given, 

“Wherefore lay apart all filthiness and superfluity of naughtiness, and receive with meekness 

the engrafted word, which is able to save your souls. But be ye doers of the word, and not 

hearers only, deceiving your own selves.”  Even so, with this consideration the word “works” 

in James 2:14-26 would refer to the works of obedience unto that which God’s Holy Word 

instructs for us to do. 

 In the second place, we consider the word “save”  This verb is used one time in James 2:14.  It 

basically means to deliver from some form of trouble.  In James 4:12 it is used for deliverance 

from the trouble of condemnation at God’s judgment seat.  In James 5:15 it is used for de-

liverance from the trouble of sickness in the body.  In James 5:20 it is used for deliverance 

from the trouble of chastening unto physical death.  Thus we understand that in this epistle 

it is not necessarily used for eternal salvation from eternal condemnation unto hell.  Yet it 

is the usage in James 1:21 that is the most helpful for our understanding of its usage in James 

2:14, since it is the one time that the verb “save” is used in the epistle prior to the context of 

James 2:14-26.   



 Even so, in James 1:21 the instruction and truth is given, “Wherefore lay apart all filthiness 

and superfluity of naughtiness, and receive with meekness the engrafted word, which is able 

to save your souls.”  Herein we find an instruction to those who are already saved eternally 

through faith in Christ; for the Word of God is only engrafted (or, implanted) in the hearts 

of God’s own children, not in the hearts of lost sinners.  As such, the deliverance about 

which this verse speaks is not the eternal salvation of a lost sinner’s eternal soul from the 

eternal condemnation of hell.  Rather, the deliverance about which this verse speaks is the 

daily salvation of a believer’s inner character (soul) from the corruption of his or her selfish 

flesh.  Indeed, it is the truth and wisdom of the engrafted Word of God that is able to save our 

inner character from spiritual corruption and carnality.  Yet the truth and wisdom of God’s 

Word will only save our inner character from this corruption and carnality if we are “doers 

of the word, and not hearers only.” (See James 1:22)  In like manner, the verb “save” in James 

2:14 also concerns the daily salvation of a believer’s inner character from the corruption of his 

selfish flesh.  Thus James 2:14 teaches us that a claim to faith in our Lord and His Word will 

not be spiritually profitable to save our inner character from the corruption of our selfish 

flesh if that faith is not accompanied with the works of obedience to God’s Word.   

 In the third place, we consider the word “justified.”  This verb is used three times in James 

2:21-26.  It basically means to declare as being right and righteous.  It is a verb that may be 

used within two primary contexts.  On the one hand, the verb “to justify” may be used in a 

judicial context, wherein a judge declares an individual to be not guilty, but righteous in his 

legal standing.  This is the contextual usage for the verb in those passages that speak concern-

ing our eternal justification by and before the Lord our God, wherein He Himself declares 

us not guilty of sinfulness due to His work of eternal forgiveness and cleansing, and wherein 

He Himself declares us eternally righteous due to His work of imputing Christ’s own, abso-

lutely perfect righteousness upon our account.  On the other hand, the verb “to justify” may 

be used in a testimonial context, wherein individuals of the public declares another to be 

right in some matter of public observation.  This is the contextual usage in Luke 7:29 – 

“And all the people that heard him, and the publicans, justified God, being baptized with the 

baptism of John.”  Again this is the contextual usage in Luke 7:35 – “But wisdom is justified of 

all her children.”  Yet again this is the contextual usage in 1 Timothy 3:16 – “And without 

controversy great is the mystery of godliness: God was manifest in the flesh, justified in the 

Spirit, seen of angels, preached unto the Gentiles, believed on in the world, received up into 

glory.” 

 So then, which of these two primary usages is the contextual usage for the verb “justified” 

in the context of James 2:14-26?  Is this a judicial context before God the Judge, or is this 

a testimonial context before the general public?  James 2:14 begins this context by presenting 

a man who says that he has faith, but who does not have works.  To whom is this man making 

the claim that he has faith, although he does not have works?  In James 2:18 another man 

from the general public arises to challenge that first man’s claim – “Yea, a man may say, 

Thou hast faith, and I have works: shew me thy faith without thy works, and I will shew 

thee my faith by my works.”  So then, the context of James 2:14-26 begins, not with a judicial 

focus, but with a testimonial focus.  Even so, James 2:21 speaks concerning that event in 

Abraham’s life that is recorded in Genesis 22, wherein he was “justified by works, when he 

offered Isaac his son upon the altar.”  Yet this event occurred approximately twenty years 

after that event which is recorded in Genesis 15:6, which gives report concerning Abraham’s 



eternal justification by and before God, in that he “believed God, and it was imputed unto 

him for righteousness.” (See James 2:23)  Thus we understand that James 2:21 cannot be 

indicating that Abraham was eternally justified before God the Judge by his works, since 

his eternal justification before God had already been finalized years earlier through his faith.  

Rather, we understand that James 2:21 is indicating that Abraham’s daily walk of faith was 

justified in its testimony before the general public by his works.  In like manner, Rahab was 

also justified in her testimony of faith before the two spies, before Joshua, and before the 

children of Israel by her works. 

 Finally, we consider the word “faith.”  This noun is used eleven times in James 2:14-26.  It 

basically means a settled conviction of belief and trust.  Already we have come to understand 

that in this context the word “works” refers to the works of obedience unto God’s Word.  

Furthermore, we have come to understand that in this context the word “save” refers to the 

deliverance of our inner character as believers from the corruption of our selfish flesh.  Finally, 

we have come to understand that in this context the word “justified” refers to the righteous 

testimony of our faith before the general public.  So then, we would understand that in this 

context the word “faith” refers, not to our saving faith in Christ for eternal salvation, but to 

our living faith in the Lord for our daily walk.  Indeed, such a living faith for our daily walk 

must be accompanied with the works of obedience if it shall be profitable unto our daily 

deliverance from spiritual carnality and corruption, and if it shall bear a testimony of right-

eousness before those around us. 


