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WHAT DOES FAITH DO? •  FAITH ACTS •  JAMES 2:14-19 •  9/6/2020

MAIN POINT
The kind of faith that does not show itself through good deeds is no faith at all.

INTRODUCTION
As your group time begins, use this section to introduce the topic of discussion.

What typically motivates you to action - personal conviction, outside pressure, guilt,
duty, other? Why?

Has there been a situation in your life where you did not act and you wish you had?
What happened?

On the times you don’t act, what typically keeps you from it?

WATCH THE SESSION 4 VIDEO FEATURING DAVID PLATT.

When faith is authentic, it is demonstrated in loving actions. In the fourth video session, David
Platt shared the following statistics: “Over a billion people in the world live on less than $1 a day.
Every day, over 26,000 children die of either hunger or preventable diseases. We do not want to
merely listen to the word. We want to do what it says.”

UNDERSTANDING
Unpack the biblical text to discover what the Scripture says or means about a particular topic.

HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ JAMES 2:14-19.

What do the questions in verse 14 imply about faith without works?

What does James mean by faith that is dead in verse 17 (see also verse 14)?
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In what way should the lifestyle of a Christian verify his or her faith?

How might James’ words in verse 14 and 17 cause conflict in the hearts of some who
profess to be Christians?

Do you think James was meaning to cause people to doubt their salvation here? What
was his intent?

The word “faith” has the sense of trust in and commitment to Christ for salvation. The openness
to receive God’s grace brings redemption, and the redeemed live out that grace. The term “works”
refers to good deeds—actions on others’ behalf that demonstrate Christ’s love (see v. 8). David
Platt explains, “James is not contrasting immature faith with mature faith or nominal faith with
devoted faith. He’s contrasting faith with nothing. It is possible to claim to have a faith that
saves and not have faith at all.”

How do verses 15-16 help you understand the faith/works balance of the Christian
life?

How can you know James meant this as more than simply an illustration (see 1:27-
2:14)?

From these verses, how would you define faith in Jesus?

How can both of the following statements be true at the same time: “Good works are
not the means to salvation” and “Acts of mercy are necesssary evidence of
salvation”?

James 2:15-16 echoes Jesus’ teaching concerning people who help the needy and people who
do not. In Matthew 25:31-46, Jesus taught that not serving people in need is the same as not
serving Him, and vice versa. As followers of Christ who seek to honor Him, we are called to serve
Christ by serving and ministering to those in need. David Platt puts it this way: “Ultimately,
deedless faith is useless faith. Faith is not mere intellectual assent. Faith is not simply emotional
response. Faith involves willful obedience.”

APPLICATION
Help your group identify how the truths from the Scripture passage apply directly to their lives.

What are some of the things our church is already doing to minister to people in
need?

Name one new way you know you need to put faith into practice.
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If faith in your heart is evident in the fruit of your life, then what is your faith like right
now?

PRAYER
Thank God that acts of mercy are not means to salvation, but a natural overflow of salvation.
Ask Him to show you new ways you can demonstrate your faith by works that show His love to a
world in need.

COMMENTARY
JAMES 2:14-19

2:14. Two rhetorical questions here expect negative answers. Three features of the questions are
important. First, they accept the reader’s claim to faith, but do not assume that the claim without
works represents saving faith. The absence of deeds of obedience in this person’s life makes the
claim highly suspicious, if not outright wrong!

Second, the topic is not faith in general but a specific kind of faith, one which has no deeds.
Such in the niv text implies this focus. The question is not, “Can faith save the lost?” Of course,
faith saves the lost. The question is, “Can a faith without deeds save the lost?” The answer to
that question is “no.”

A verbal testimony alone is not an adequate evidence that true saving faith is present. Only
works of obedience can prove the presence of genuine faith. Verse 15 provides an example of
such deeds.

Third, save refers to acquittal at the final judgment. The question is, “What type of faith can
guarantee a favorable verdict in the final judgment?” Only a faith that produces works can
provide security in the final judgment.

Prospective drivers of automobiles and trucks must pass a written test on road rules and a skill
test on the road. Lawyers must pass the bar examination, and accountants must pass the CPA
exam. Students in all institutions must show their knowledge on examinations. It is only
reasonable to realize that our profession of Christianity demands a test. That test is the
production of works. Without works to demonstrate faith our claim becomes false, and we show
our deception.
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2:15–16. These verses offer a parable in miniature, illustrating the person who has the type of
faith that cannot save. Verse 15 pictures people who needed clothes and food. Cold and hungry,
these believers desperately needed the necessities of life!

Verse 16 shows how the person who claims to have faith approaches these needy people: with
an offer of good wishes but no practical help. Go, I wish you well offers a good-bye to the needy
person. Apparently, the speaker could have helped, but he chose to do nothing except offer kind
expressions. Both John the Baptist (Luke 3:7–14) and Jesus (Matt. 7:15–27) condemned
professions of piety without action.

Sympathy is valuable when this is all a person can give to the suffering. This speaker, however,
had the ability to feed the hungry and clothe the needy. First John 3:18 gives us the proper
response, “let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.” James concluded
his illustration by wondering aloud, “What good is a faith which can only give pious wishes but
no practical help?”

2:17. Verse 17 concludes the matter. Good wishes consisting of mere talk are empty of all reality
and lifeless. Offering only good wishes to the cold and the hungry serves to depress further
those who are starving and chilled. They need more than good wishes. They need practical help.

A faith not accompanied by action, that is faith alone, having no works to distinguish it, is dead.
Anything with life produces fruit. The living are the acting, creating things that reveal their nature
and character. Faith in Jesus produces actions revealing the nature and character of Jesus. The
dead lie still doing nothing. So faith that lies still, inactive, proves it is dead. True faith brings
salvation and life, not death.

Christians should show works of love to prove their faith is real. When Paul warned that a person
could not be saved by “works,” he referred to the works of obedience to the Jewish law (Rom.
3:20). When James called for deeds, he was not suggesting that these deeds resulted in
salvation. He was calling for Christians to do what living faith naturally does: show care and
concern for those in need. Acts 6:1–4; 9:36–43; 20:34–35; Romans 15:25–27; 1 Timothy 5:1–
16; and many other Scriptures show Christians and churches in action meeting needs. This type
of loving, caring interest in others made early Christians distinctive. Likewise, today people who
show loving, caring interest in others stand out as visible representatives of Jesus Christ.

2:18. James 2:14–17 warns that faith without works represents an empty claim. Beginning in
verse 18, we are warned against a faith which merely accepts a creed. Here are the limitations of
mere intellectual faith. Saving faith involves a commitment to Jesus Christ which produces
works or deeds.
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Verse 18 represents a dialog with an imaginary opponent. The opponent says: You have faith; I
have deeds. James responded: Show me your faith without deeds, and I will show you my faith
by what I do. In other words, the opponent claims, “James, you ought to let some people
emphasize faith while others emphasize works.” James insisted, “Real faith shows itself in
deeds.” You simply cannot find an example of real faith that does not show itself in works. We
have no room for some people to emphasize faith while others stress deeds. You must have
both. Genuine commitment to Jesus Christ demonstrates its presence by deeds. Faith produces
works. You can’t have one without the other.

2:19. Verse 19 speaks to the person claiming to have faith but lacking works. This kind of person
merely gives intellectual assent to the creed of monotheism. This basic creed of Judaism
appeared in Deuteronomy 6:4–5. The statement is intellectually true, but it doesn’t proceed far
enough. A person must believe in God to be a Christian, but not everyone who acknowledges the
existence of God has made a commitment to Jesus Christ.

Even demons believe in the existence of one God. They shudder with fear at the thought of God
(see Matt. 8:29). The behavior of demons demonstrated that someone can believe the right thing
and still have an evil character. Verse 19 concerns intellectual faith, a faith that touches only the
mind. Saving faith involves the will as well as the intellect (see Rom. 4:16–22).


