Lesson 9 — WHAT ABOUT FAITH AND WORKS? James 2:14-18

(2:14) — “What doth it profit, my brethren, though a man say he hath faith, and
have not works? can faith save him?” What is the use for any person to say that he
has faith in Christ if he has no fruit of good works, labor of love, and no warfare against
the flesh to show for it? Can this kind of faith save? When James speaks of faith that
saves, he is not teaching that sinners are saved because of or based on their act of
believing in Christ. When sinners believe in Christ, it is because God has given them
the gift of knowledge from the Gospel by the Spirit convincing them of the truth whereby
they will put their trust in Christ Who saves sinners by His obedience unto death as their
Surety, Substitute, Redeemer, and Intercessor (John 16:8-11; Rom. 1:16-17; Eph.
2:8-10). The act of believing in Christ is a necessity in salvation, but it is not meritorious
S0 as to earn salvation or earn God’s blessings and favor. All merit and power to save
belongs to Christ crucified and risen from the dead. The act of believing is a gift from
God to us and a work of God within us. The faith that comes as a gift from God in
salvation, not only turns a person to know, look to, and rest in Christ for all salvation
and righteousness, it also works by the Spirit within that person to drive him to seek to
follow and obey the Word of Christ as motivated by grace, love, and gratitude.

(2:15-16) — “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?”
We know that the mission of the church here on earth is to seek Christ’s sheep through
preaching the Gospel of God’s grace in Jesus Christ and to edify them by preaching
and teaching the Word of God for their encouragement to grow in grace and knowledge
of Christ and be obedient servants of the Lord and good stewards of His grace. Our
Gospel, the words of life, is what sets us apart. It is our most important and vital tool in
the ministry of reconciliation (2 Cor. 5:19-21). Acts of kindness, compassion, charity,
and mercy are needed and required, but they are no replacement for the Gospel which
is the power of God unto salvation. So, with that in mind, consider what James writes in
these verses. Suppose a brother or sister is poor, without proper clothing and has
nothing to eat, and you say to him, “Goodbye! Keep yourself warm and well-fed,” yet
you do not give him any clothes or food. What good have you done? Will your words
warm him or feed him? Of course not! A man is foolish to think that words alone can
profit a man in these circumstances. It is true that even the poor among us need to
hear the Word of God, but how can they concentrate on our words when they are cold
and hungry?

(2:17) — “Even so faith, if it hath not works, is dead, being alone.” God’s Word
teaches us two great truths when it comes to issues of faith and works: (1) Works
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without faith are dead works and fruit unto death (Heb. 6:1; Rom. 7:5); and (2) faith
without works as the obedience of grace and fruit unto God is dead faith. Remember,
good works are the foreordination of God for His people (Eph. 2:10), the work of His
power and grace within our hearts, the fruit of the Spirit as motivated by His Spirit and
His Word (Gal. 5:22-26), to the praise and glory of His power and grace as He works
within us to drive us to Christ continually to glorify Him, not only by our words, but also
by our lives and walk (Matt. 5:16). Good works necessarily flow from the life of faith.
By these works there is clear evidence that faith is living and active! Those who abound
in them in the name of Christ are true and living believers. Works are not infallible proof
of genuine faith, but the absence of works is certain proof of the absence of faith. And
even the good works of believers are not perfect. They are accepted with God in Christ
and based on the merits of His blood, His righteousness alone. Always remember, our
persons and our works are accepted with God IN CHRIST, THE BELOVED (Eph. 1:6).

(2:18) — “Yea, a man may say, Thou hast faith, and | have works: shew me thy faith
without thy works, and | will shew thee my faith by my works.” This the kind of
conversation that would be between one who professes faith but who sees no need to
show evidence of that faith in and love for Christ and love for his brethren. He sees no
need to prove what he professes by his works. We who truly believe the Gospel and
claim to be true disciples of Christ should desire to show evidence of a genuine and
sincere faith by works of faith and love. This is NOT seeking salvation BY works, and it
is NOT trying to find assurance of salvation by our works. Godly assurance comes by
looking to Christ and His works, His righteousness, alone (Isa. 32:17-18; 26:3-4; 2 Tim.
1:12; Heb. 12:1-2). True faith is proved to be genuine faith, the gift of God given in
salvation, first by a sincere knowledge of Gospel truth revealed in the glorious Person
and finished work of Christ, and then by works as in the labor of love, a life dedicated to
Christ, a sincere warfare with the flesh, and obedience of grace, love, and gratitude
aimed at glorifying the Lord God.

So, what we are going to see as we continue in the Book of James is that when
James speaks of Abraham being justified by his works, James is not contradicting the
apostle Paul who adamantly claimed that sinners saved by grace are justified by faith
alone (Rom. 11:5-6). Paul and James are speaking of two different things within the
same Gospel context, both claiming that salvation, including justification before God, is
totally by grace and not in any way by our works. Paul was speaking of a sinner’s
justification before God; James is speaking of a believer’s justification (vindication or
proof) of his claim of faith before men.



