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“Evidence of Our Faith”       James 2:14–26     

In case you haven’t figured it out yet the central theme of the book of James is practical 

Christianity. In chapter one James has set forth the proposition that we are not to merely 

listen to the word and so deceive ourselves but DO what it says (1:22). 

The result of being merely hearers (and not doers) is that we deceive ourselves into 

thinking we are something that we are not. And so, it is with attempting to live a life of 

faith which does not show evidence of faith through deeds. Faith without deeds is 

worthless to James. 

Personally, I don’t believe that God’s Word contradicts itself. We believe that the Bible is 

inspired by God (2 Timothy 3:16). It is the very word of God written. Therefore, we 

believe that the Bible is true and coherent. It does not teach us things that are false. It does 

not contradict itself. We believe this because Christ has made himself real to us and has 

shown himself to be the trustworthy Son of God. He commissioned apostles to teach the 

church and promised to lead them into all truth (John 16:13).  

But this does not mean that there are never problems for us Jesus followers when it comes 

to understanding the Bible. We are finite, sinful, and culturally biased. And language itself 

can confuse us when different words carry the same meaning, or when the same words 

carry different meanings. Take the simple English word “rock.” It can mean a stone, or a 

kind of music, or something you do in a rocking chair, or a man’s name. Or consider an 

Englishman who says, “Let’s play football this afternoon,” to which you respond, “No, I’d 

rather play soccer.” It would be silly to spend any time arguing about which one you 

should play, when the word “football” to an Englishman and the word “soccer” to an 

American mean the same thing. 

So, the same words can have different meanings; and yet different words can mean the 

same thing. This is true in the Bible as well as in other books. Jonathan Edwards came to 

the end of one of his journal entries after arguing that the phrase “moral duty” was a 

redundancy, since “every duty whatsoever is a moral duty.” The last sentence of his entry 

is a sigh of resignation to the world of words: “O, how is the world darkened, clouded, 

distracted, and torn to pieces by those dreadful enemies of mankind called words!” 

(Miscellany #4). Of course, that’s an overstatement, and while words are at times 

maddening, they are also a precious means of communicating. 

But we do feel like Jonathan Edwards sometimes when trying to solve problems in the 

Bible. The inspiration of the Word of God is like the incarnation of the Son of God. When 

the Son of God became a human being, he became vulnerable to abuse and death. When 
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the Word of God became human language, it became vulnerable to ambiguity and 

misunderstanding. One such vulnerability is the so-called contradiction between Paul and 

James on justification by faith. 

Paul argues in Romans 3 & 4 that we are justified by faith alone, not by works. God’s 

verdict of “not guilty” and imputing his righteousness to us in Christ is accomplished by 

faith alone, with nothing else commending us to God. We trust his sheer grace to forgive 

us and to acquit us, and to count us as righteous because of the work of Christ. That’s how 

we all enter into the Christian life—justified by faith alone. 

But we have just heard verses in James that seem to contradict that. Let’s read them again. 

James 2:21 says, “Was not our father Abraham considered righteous for what he did when 

he offered his son Isaac on the altar?” And James 2:24 says, “You see that a person is 

considered righteous by what they do and not by faith alone.” You see, James not only 

says that a person is justified by what they do, but he also denies that justification can take 

place by faith alone in isolation. At least he uses words that, on the face of it, seem to 

mean something very different from Paul. 

I believe the key question here is: Does James intend to refute the doctrine of Paul that 

justification is by faith alone, which would mean there is a massive contradiction in the 

Bible? Or does James rather aim to refute any abuse of Paul’s teaching and offer a 

corrective for the churches he was writing to? I think James taught something compatible 

with Paul’s teaching and yes, he was trying to correct the misuse of Paul’s teaching. 

Paul himself was very aware that his teaching of justification by faith alone was being 

distorted and misused. He wrote in Romans 3:8, “Why not say—as some slanderously 

claim that we say—'Let us do evil that good may result?’” So, he is aware that he is being 

slandered. And Paul has answers to this kind of superficial distortion and abuse of his 

teaching. He has answers in virtually all his letters to show how good deeds and love 

necessarily flow from authentic justifying faith. So, we receive a wonderful freedom from 

the old covenant as a means of justification. But does Paul then lay the works of love on 

top of that freedom as a layer of legal duty? No.  

He does not say that what counts with God is faith, PLUS a layer of loving works added to 

faith. He says that what counts with God is the kind of faith that by its very nature 

produces loving deeds. It is faith that gives us our right standing with God. The love that is 

produced shows that it is, in fact, real, living, justifying faith. This is faith that bears fruit, 

as Jesus describes it in John 15:16, “You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed 

you so that you might go and bear fruit—fruit that will last.” 
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Now, I’m thinking this is what James was trying to get across to the churches. Loveless 

faith is essentially useless. And anyone who comes along and says “We are justified by 

faith alone, so you don’t have to worry about being a loving person to go to heaven” is not 

telling the whole truth. Let’s see how James corrects this distortion of Paul’s teaching. 

Here’s where we must watch out for words and what James means by the words that he 

uses. His words may seem to conflict with Paul, but is the meaning in conflict? 

James’ concern in this passage is with a kind of counterfeit faith that does not produce 

love. This faith cannot justify anybody. Verse 14 says: “What good is it, my brothers and 

sisters, if someone claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save them?” You 

see his concern? “Can such faith save them?” The answer to his rhetorical question is 

clear: Such faith is not going to save. Then what kind of deeds is James interested in? The 

same kind Paul is—the works of love. Verses 15-16 say: “Suppose a brother or a sister is 

without clothes and daily food. If one of you says to them, ‘Go in peace; keep warm and 

well fed,’ but does nothing about their physical needs, what good is it?” It’s easy to see 

James’ concern that believers have genuine faith, not counterfeit faith. And the difference 

is that genuine faith produces loving behavior. 

He has three ways of describing this counterfeit faith. First in verse 17, he says it is dead: 

“In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead.” If faith does 

not “work through love,” as Paul spoke of it, it is dead. Second, in verse 19 he says, “You 

believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that—and shudder.” 

Newsflash! There is a faith that even demons have, namely, a belief in one God. The faith 

that justifies and works through love is not simply belief in right doctrines like, “God is 

one.” Demons can be orthodox at an intellectual level. They believe. But it doesn’t save 

them. So, there is dead faith and demon faith. Third, he says in verse 20, “You foolish 

person, do you want evidence that faith without deeds is useless?” Catch that? There is 

such a thing as useless, idle, ineffective, vain, empty faith. 

So, I count three ways in this passage that James talks about faith to show that the faith he 

says cannot justify is a faith that Paul would totally agree cannot justify—dead faith, 

demon faith, and useless faith—faith that has no vital life that is at work through love. 

How then does James make his case from the life of Abraham, which was what Paul also 

did in Romans 4? Well, he does it like this. He takes two events in the life of Abraham. 

The first (2:22) is from Genesis 15. God promises Abraham a great host of descendants 

although his wife is childless. Verse 23 cites Abraham’s faith from Genesis 15:6: 

“Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.” That is exactly 

what Paul does with that event and that verse. One thing is credited as righteousness: 
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FAITH. Abraham believed God and it was credited as righteousness. Faith, not deeds, was 

credited as righteousness. 

But then James notices that in Genesis 22:1 “God tested Abraham” by commanding him 

to offer up his son Isaac. What was God testing? He was testing his FAITH. What was he 

looking for? He was looking for a kind of personal obedience as evidence that Abraham’s 

faith was not dead faith, or demon faith, or useless faith. So, the issue in verse 21 (where 

Abraham offers Isaac) is not the first act of justification that put Abraham in right standing 

with God. The issue is the test. In other words, was Abraham’s faith the living kind of faith 

evident by what he did, rather than the dead kind that has no effect on life whatsoever? 

When James says in verse 24 that we are not justified by faith alone he means that the faith 

which justifies does not remain alone. Paul’s teaching and his teaching are not 

contradictory. Faith alone unites us to Christ for righteousness, and the faith that unites us 

to Christ for righteousness does not remain alone. It bears the fruit of love. It must do so, 

or it is dead, demon, useless faith. 

In the second chapter of the book of Joshua, Rahab gives lodging to two spies Joshua sent 

to Jericho. Rahab hid them and sent them in a different direction to save their lives. As a 

result, she and her family were spared when Jericho was defeated by Joshua and the 

children of Israel. Even more remarkable is the fact that Rahab is mentioned in the 

genealogy of Jesus found in the first chapter of Matthew and she is held up as an example 

of living faith by James. Her faith was not dead. There was evidence of her good deeds 

and she, and her family, and her descendants were blessed because of her faith. 

Trusting in Jesus not only makes us right with God, it gives us the power to become people 

who live with love, giving clear evidence of our faith. Now before I end this somewhat 

preachy homily, let me ask you just one question: What has God been asking you to do 

that you have been trying to ignore? Amen. 

(Thanks to John Piper for sermon resources) 

 


