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THE FAITH THAT SAVES 
(James 2:14-19) 

A message delivered by Doug Van Meter at Brackenhurst Baptist Church on Sunday evening, 22 

June 2008 

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. 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. 

(James 2:14-19) 

Introduction 
The most important question that must be answered by each of us is, do you know that your sins are 

forgiven? Do you know that, when you stand before the judgement seat of Christ, that you will be 

saved? I assume if you are reading this that you would claim to have some sort of faith, but will the 

faith that you claim save you in the end? 

But this question must be followed up by another important one: How do you know? That is, is 

your assurance of salvation sound? 

The New Testament, from beginning to end is filled with exhortations for us to examine ourselves 

whether or not we are in the faith. John the Baptist made this exhortation (Matthew 3:7-10), as did 

the Lord Jesus (Matthew 7:16-21; John 15:5-8), Paul (2 Corinthians 13:5; Ephesians 2:8-10) and 

Peter (2 Peter 1:5-11; see Acts 2: 36-41; 3:19). John (1 John 2:6; 3:7-15; 2 John 7-9) and Jude (Jude 

3-5) echoed these exhortations. 

I recall a man from another church at which I was once a pastor leaving the church with great 

indignation because he was tired of constantly being challenged to examine his faith. I would 

assume, however, that if the New Testament places such a high emphasis on examining yourself 

that we would do well to maintain that emphasis. As much as we might be tempted to grow weary 

of hearing such exhortations, we must examine ourselves whether or not we have “true religion” 

such that is “undefiled before God.” This was the burden of James. 

In chapter 2, especially vv. 14-26 we have the heart of this epistle and the message is that of making 

sure that we are truly justified. James, for whatever reason, was concerned that some of the 

Hebrews were in fact giving evidence that perhaps their profession of faith was empty. They 

claimed to be believers but in fact denied the Lord that bought them—primarily by their wrong 

treatment of fellow professing brothers and sisters. The many rebukes in this short letter would 

indicate to us that there were some serious interpersonal problems amongst the fellowship. James 
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rebuked them for sinful use of the tongue, for infighting, for discrimination based on external 

factors, for mistreatment of economically poor employees, for an uncaring attitude toward the 

underprivileged, for thoughtlessness about the welfare of others, etc. These were professing 

believers who did not have it all together. And perhaps the reason was that, although they were 

“hanging out” together, they in fact were not all truly saved. That is, their situation was an example 

of normal church life! And normal church life requires a constant call to examine ourselves whether 

or not we truly belong to Christ and His church. Such is the theme of the section in James 2 that we 

begin in this study. 

As we do so I trust that we will truly examine our profession of faith. If it is found to be wanting 

then may we look to Christ for salvation. Even the truly justified will find him- or herself in need of 

such assurance. May we come to Christ just as we are with the trust that we will leave different than 

we came. 

A Serious Issue 
James begins this section with something of a rhetorical question: “What doth it profit, my brethren, 

though a man say he hath faith, and have not works? can faith save him?” (v. 14). It may sound 

strange to us to hear the question, “Can faith save him?” but we must be careful to understand 

exactly what James is saying. He is not asking whether justification is by faith alone; he is rather 

asking whether faith devoid of works is saving faith. Can the profession that says, “I have faith, but 

no works” save a person? 

This is a serious issue, for there are many churches across the world with bloated memberships 

because of this very kind of thing. It is quite safe to say that false assurance is a bigger problem in 

the professing church than no assurance. Those with no (or wavering) assurance very often have 

genuine faith, if a bit shaky; those with false assurance lack the faith that saves. 

Someone wittingly described faith as spiritual kilojoules: you cannot see the kilojoules themselves, 

but the result is pretty obvious. Faith itself is something that you cannot see, but true faith always 

produces visible evidence. Sadly, not all Christians understand this most basic truth. Derek Tidball 

offers a suitable illustration of this fact. 

Some years ago I took part in an evangelistic mission in a small town in Northern Ireland. Not long 

after I arrived I was sitting with one of the elders of the church in the front room of his house. The 

room had a commanding view of the main street and he seemed to know everybody who lived there 

and passed his window. More than once he commented, “There’s Audrey. She runs the grocers. She 

doesn’t come near us now but she once did. Years ago she went forward at a meeting. She’s got a 

testimony. She’s saved.” “There’s Andy, he serves petrol at the local garage. He was converted ten 

years ago at a mission and was baptised shortly after. But he quickly dropped away from the church 

and doesn’t profess faith now. Still, never mind, he’s got a testimony. He’s saved. “There’s Jack. I 

remember the night he responded to the Gospel appeal. He’s in trouble with the law and is divorced 

from his wife. He wouldn’t want to admit now that he got converted. But, no matter, he’s got a 

testimony.” 

To this brother, apparently, the only thing that mattered was getting people to “make a decision for 

Christ” at some time in their life and then they were in the Kingdom. It didn’t matter what they did 

subsequently, whether it was good, bad or indifferent spiritually. They were on their way to heaven. 

To all such people James has one simple devastating message to convey in this passage. “Faith 
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without works is dead.” To speak as if such people had faith was sheer fantasy. Perhaps they never 

really had it. But if they did, it had died long ago. 

Perhaps as you read about Audrey, Andy and Jack you were thinking of similar such people that 

you’ve met in your life. You could add your own names and circumstances, but essentially you may 

have met people who are either sure of their own salvation, or the salvation of another, based on a 

time at which faith was professed, even though works are not forthcoming. “I know that so-and-so 

is saved because I remember when they were baptised.” So-and-so may not have darkened the doors 

of the church for the past 20 years, but because they were baptised they are supposedly saved. Or 

perhaps someone would profess faith but immediately add the disclaimer, “But you know, of 

course, that going to church does not make you a Christian.” But does faith that sees no need to go 

to church qualify as faith that saves? Is it possible for someone to possess true, saving faith and yet 

to have no regard for the church? 

These are serious questions, and thus this is a serious issue. Faith devoid of works will not profit us. 

A friend who recently assumed the pastorate of another church is over the moon because two people 

have recently been converted. Both were church members. Both professed faith, but eventually 

came to the point where they realised that they did not possess true faith. Doubtless, there are many 

such professors, perhaps even in our own churches. And that is what makes this issue so serious. 

The Context 

The context of James’ exhortation hails back to 1:26-27, “If any man among you seem to be 

religious, and bridleth not his tongue, but deceiveth his own heart, this man’s religion is vain. Pure 

religion and undefiled before God and the Father is this, To visit the fatherless and widows in their 

affliction, and to keep himself unspotted from the world.” In these verses, James offers three 

indications of true religion: control of the tongue, mercy toward the afflicted, and separation from 

the depravity of the world system. 

As he moves into chapter 2, James zooms in on the second of these three indications: mercy toward 

the afflicted. He speaks in this chapter about favouritism, which he equates with mercilessness in v. 

13. To show partiality based on external considerations is nothing less than mercilessness. And it is 

this context of mercy that we must keep in mind as we move onto v. 14. 

The Connection 

If James has emphasised thus far in chapter 2 the issue of mercy it is no stretch to assume that he 

has mercy in mind when he speaks of “works” in v. 14. Thus, we might paraphrase, “What doth it 

profit, my brethren, though a man say he have faith, and have not works of mercy? can that type of 

faith save him?” Is it possible for a merciless profession of faith to produce true salvation? And the 

construction of the Greek sentence necessarily and rhetorically expects to an answer of no. 

This, when it comes to the question of whether or not our faith is the kind that saves, a most 

important evidence is how we treat others. Do we show mercy to them, or are we still caught up in 

worldly externalism and favouritism. This is a most serious issue because we will all one day stand 

before the judgement seat of Christ. Each of us will need at that day the faith that saves, and thus it 

is of the utmost importance that we take very seriously James’ exhortation. 

Martin Luther is, of course, famous for his dislike of James. He referred to it as “a right strawy 

epistle” and viewed it as devoid of any gospel character. Luther, of course, was a great fan of the 
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apostle Paul, and particularly of Galatians and Romans. A Roman Catholic monk prior to his 

conversion, Luther had worked hard his entire life to earn God’s favour, but the more he worked the 

more he felt the weight of his sin. When he came to the understanding of the doctrine of 

justification by faith alone in Christ alone, as clearly set forth in Romans and Galatians, he 

immediately threw himself upon Christ for mercy. He never got over the doctrine of God’s free 

grace in Christ Jesus, and thus when he read James’ emphasis on works, he mistakenly assumed that 

James was contradicting Paul. In fact, no contradiction exists between James and Paul; indeed, Paul 

himself often challenged his readers to examine their profession to faith. 

With all due respect to Martin Luther, his understanding of James was superficial. Paul argued that 

works of the law in a pre-converted state do nothing to save you, and James would agree. James, 

however, argued that it is impossible to be saved and have no works in a post-converted state, and 

Paul would surely agree. Works do nothing to create faith in those who are unconverted, but they 

always attend the faith of those who have been converted. And so, although works of the law do not 

save us, works of love always follow the faith that saves. As Paul himself would write, “faith ... 

worketh by love” (Galatians 5:6). 

The Concern 

In the immediate context, James tells us that the faith that saves is one that saves us from 

selfishness, and produces works of love, which are displayed practically in us reaching out to meet 

the needs of others. James, displaying the concerned heart of a true pastor, is concerned about 

loveless and thus lifeless church members. Any pastor worth his salt has the same burden. 

Pastors do not know the hearts of church members. It is a foolish thing for a pastor to declare with 

any certainty that he knows someone to be saved or lost. But, as with kilojoules, there are always 

unmistakeable evidences of salvation in the lives of those who possess true faith. When church 

members show absolutely no love for the brethren it is not an unreasonable conclusion to draw that 

they are not in fact believers. Love-filled people, on the other hand, are life-filled people. Daniel 

Doriani summarises the concern: 

Many people profess to be saved, yet there is nothing distinctly Christian about their behaviour. 

They may be decent neighbours and may perform a little community service, but there is no real 

self-sacrifice, no costly obedience, and no good deed that goes against their grain, nothing that 

challenges their well-designed life. 

Noting that such people are filled with false assurance, Doriani concludes, “James, a true pastor, 

shredded their false sense of security so they could see themselves as they really are.” 

A Scathing Illustration 
Having stated the serious issue, James now proceeds to give a sobering because scathing illustration 

of how the issue might play out practically. “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?” (vv. 15-16). 

James speaks here of “a brother or sister,” by which he means a fellow member of the church, who 

is “naked, and destitute of daily food.” The idea is that the church member lacks the basic 

necessities of life. He is inadequately clothed and fed. The apostle notes that it is quite useless to 
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pass your best wishes onto such a person if you do not actually reach out in mercy to meet his or her 

needs. 

When I was in university I had a roommate, who shall remain nameless. He was the only student in 

our particular suite who always had money, and every so often the rest of us would walk into the 

room and small pizza or McDonalds. Whenever the smell wafted to our nostrils, I would go over 

and stand by him, looking longingly at his food, and almost without fail he would say to me, 

“Doug, be warmed and filled!” It was his way of saying, “Sorry, but you’re getting nothing.” 

(Occasionally, he would toss a French fry my way, but not often!) 

This particular sentence is in the Greek middle tense, which suggests a real callousness on the part 

of the unsympathising brother. The tense suggests that the other person either says, “I think you 

should go feed and clothe yourself,” or, “I hope God meets your need.” Either way, the clear 

implication is, “Because I’m not going to!” 

In light of such callousness James asks again, “What doth it profit?” Here there is perhaps a twofold 

implication. First, how does such an attitude profit the brother or sister in need? Does it do anything 

at all to relieve their suffering? Hardly! 

But the greater implication here is, how does such an attitude profit the callous, uncaring brother? 

You may claim to have faith, but if you shut your bowels of mercy to those in need, what profit is 

your profession? Will it stand the test of genuineness at Judgement Day? Words without works will 

do nothing to profit us in the day of judgement. As the writer stated in v. 13, those who show no 

mercy receive no mercy when they stand before the Judge of all the earth. John will say much the 

same in his first letter: 

We know that we have passed from death unto life, because we love the brethren. He that loveth not 

his brother abideth in death. Whosoever hateth his brother is a murderer: and ye know that no 

murderer hath eternal life abiding in him. Hereby perceive we the love of God, because he laid down 

his life for us: and we ought to lay down our lives for the brethren. But whoso hath this world’s 

good, and seeth his brother have need, and shutteth up his bowels of compassion from him, how 

dwelleth the love of God in him? My little children, let us not love in word, neither in tongue; but in 

deed and in truth. 

(1 John 3:14-18) 

The faith that saves is compassionate. It is moved by the needs of brothers and sisters. It is willing 

to sacrifice, to give of itself in order to meet the needs of others. It is not characterised by empty 

words. 

Of course, this principle could apply in a multitude of ways. For example, a church might be strong 

on missions, on getting the Word to the world. But is it not meaningless to have a great passion for 

those in India whilst doing nothing to reach your own community? Are we not speaking empty 

words when we express the need to send missionaries to the unreached when we will not even reach 

out to those with whom we work? 

Those with a faith that saves are being conformed to the image of Jesus Christ, and amongst other 

things we know that Jesus was moved with compassion. Yours is not a faith that saves if it produces 

no compassion in your life. Saving faith is relational. Those with such faith care about other people. 
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They are concerned about those with whom they have a relationship and they desire to reach out to 

meet their needs. Indeed, if you have the faith that saves it will lead you into relationships within 

the church. 

It is a frightening thing when someone claims to be saved but sees no need to have a relationship 

with the church. If that is your attitude as you read these words, listen to James! You cannot be 

saved and have no love for the brethren! Of course, this love will be manifested differently in the 

lives of different people. Some are more extroverted, whilst others tend to be more introverted. 

Nevertheless, those with genuine faith will have a love for the church. 

A Sobering Indictment 
And so, bearing in mind the scathing illustration of vv. 15-16, James now gives a sobering 

indictment: “Even so faith, if it hath not works, is dead, being alone” (v. 17). Simply stated, the 

absence of the fruit points to a nonexistent root. As Calvin said, we are justified by faith alone, but 

not by faith that is alone. 

Ultimately idle faith is impotent. Workless faith is worthless faith. Compassionless faith is 

contentless faith. Deedless faith is damnable faith. Inactive faith is inadmissible faith. Uninvolved 

faith will in the end be unhelpful faith. Reclusive faith will be rejected faith. Fruitless faith is futile 

faith. Merciless faith will not be met with mercy. A faith that does nothing is nothing! 

Christianity is relational, and sacrificially so. Is that not precisely what you see time and again in 

the book of Acts? When the saints were in need the church rallied to provide for the needy. I often 

have people in the church handing me an envelope with the request to give it to another church 

member anonymously. What a wonderful testimony of saving faith! Of course, our displays of 

mercy need not necessarily be anonymous, but genuine faith is always accompanied by mercy. 

To be justified by faith alone means that your heart will not be left alone. In the film Faith Like 

Potatoes, Angus Buchan shows how, after his conversion, his attitude toward his workers 

drastically changed. Whereas he formerly mistreated them horribly, he began afterwards treating 

them with mercy. That is what the gospel does to you! 

A Superficial Interpretation 
As he was writing, James seems to have been aware that many would no doubt have a superficial 

view of what he was teaching. And so he addresses this interpretation. 

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. 

(James 1:18-19) 

It is interesting that scholars date James as probably the first New Testament epistle to be written. 

Evidently, James’ readers already had some understanding of justification by faith alone (they did 

not need Paul to explain it to them), but there were some who misunderstood this doctrine. Some 

twisted it into an individualistic thing. Their thought process might have gone something like this: 

“Alright, James, I hear what you’re saying about works, but let’s be clear that Christians are 
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different. You may have works, but I just have faith. I’m not the same as you. But that’s okay ... 

we’re both saved!” 

Of course, the same attitude can be seen today. There is the view that some are “spiritual” 

Christians whilst others are “carnal” Christians. Both are (supposedly) Christian, but all are not the 

same. 

James, however, shows the folly of this supposition. He asks the person who claims to have faith 

only to prove their faith. Can they display their faith in some way apart from works? He himself 

will show his faith by his works—the works are the evidence of his faith—but the person who 

claims to have faith alone surely cannot display his faith. 

Simply put, James’ point is that the faith that saves is provable. Faith that is not provable is no faith 

at all! And, in the specific context of this passage (though the principle certainly extends beyond the 

immediate context), the “works” of which James writes are works of mercy. 

I have thanked God as each of my children, in turn and over time, have made a profession of faith. 

But their mere profession did not fill me with relief that they were definitely saved. I have watched 

closely over the years for fruit of salvation. I have looked for the works by which they display their 

profession, and it is only as I have seen those works that I have been filled with any confidence that 

their profession is genuine. 

The superficial interpretation of the gospel, which James addresses here, is that one’s faith is private 

and individual, and that it is no one else’s business. But the apostle informs his readers that, 

although the faith that saves is a personal issue, it is never a private issue. The faith that saves is 

always publicly evident. 

But if some believe that faith is primarily individual, there are others who believe that it is primarily 

intellectual. James closes this section by addressing this misunderstanding, and he does so with 

great sarcasm. 

“Thou believest there is one God” might perhaps better be translated, “You believe that God is 

one.” Probably, James is alluding to the Shema, where we read that “the LORD our God is one 

LORD” (Deuteronomy 6:4). These people were suggesting that their faith was manifested in their 

correct doctrine. But James points out that correct belief about the nature of God simply puts you on 

the same level as the demons. “The devils also believe,” he writes. And further, they “tremble” 

(which is perhaps more than can be said for many who profess belief in God today!). 

When people in the Bible saw God they were driven to their knees. “Woe is me!” cried Isaiah 

(Isaiah 6:5). Peter cried, “Depart from me; for I am a sinful man, O Lord” (Luke 5:8). Daniel was 

physically sick after his visions of God. Even the demons shudder. And yet many who claim to 

have correct views of God today are hardly moved by their profession. Again, this smacks of false 

profession! If the demons who tremble at the revelation of God remain in perdition, why would we 

think that we will be saved if we are flippant in our belief? What reason do we have to think that we 

will escape their fate if we are not even as reverent as they are in our response to God? 

Saving faith is not predominantly intellectual. It must be embraced by the mind, but it must move 

beyond that. It must touch the will and the emotions. 
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Sadly, there are multitudes who believe the pernicious lie that all that is required for salvation is 

intellectual belief. That is not to say that such people are necessarily evil, but they are deluded. I 

read a man in my preparations who believes that a once-professing Christian can completely 

apostatise, deny that they ever claimed faith, but when they die they will go to heaven because they 

once believed intellectually. James rejects such theology out of hand. And we ought to do the same! 

Conclusion 
What, then, does saving faith look like? It begins with a deep conviction over sin, and cries with 

Peter, “Depart from me; for I am a sinful man, O Lord!” But it does not leave us there. For John 

tells us that perfect loves casts out fear! As John Newton wrote, “’Twas grace that taught my heart 

to fear, / and grace my fears relieved!” 

The demons tremble right now, and they will do so forevermore. But those who have the faith that 

saves tremble no more. “’Twas grace that taught my heart to fear, / and grace my fears relieved.” 

Peace has flooded their soul, for they have seen Christ as their Saviour. That is the faith that saves 

in the end. May God grant us all this faith! Thanks be to God for His unspeakable gift! 

AMEN 
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