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THE FAITH THAT SAVES II 
(James 2:10-26) 

A message delivered by Doug Van Meter at Brackenhurst Baptist Church on Sunday evening, 29 

June 2008 

But wilt thou know, O vain man, that faith without works is dead? 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? For as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without 

works is dead also. 

(James 2:20-26) 

Introduction 
A superficial response to the question, “Do you know that your sins are forgiven?” is highly 

dangerous. As we saw previously, this is without doubt the most important question that can be 

asked and answered. If not corrected, a superficial reply to this question can in fact be eternally 

damning. 

Thus, the importance of the question cannot be overestimated. If you were to die this very day, 

would you stand before God and hear the words, “Enter into the joy of the Lord”? Or would you 

hear those dreadful words, “Depart from me, you cursed”? 

Of course, only those who have been justified by faith alone will hear the invitation to enter. And 

James tells us that those who have been justified by faith alone do not have a faith that is alone. 

That is, true saving faith changes us. 

James, as a man with a pastor’s heart, was concerned that perhaps his readers might have nothing 

more than an intellectual faith. He acknowledged that they understood orthodox doctrine. They 

understood the Shema—“the LORD our Lord is one God”—but he was deeply concerned that some 

in the fellowship appeared to be devoid of works. And so he wrote to rouse them from their 

lethargy, to disturb the comfortable and to comfort the disturbed. He was clearly concerned that 

there was, in some, much talk and little practice. He was concerned, to use the analogy of John 

Blanchard, that certain empty vessels were making the loudest noise. In short, James writes to warn 

his readers that faith without works is dead. 

We considered vv. 14-19 last week, where we observed James’ assertion that faith devoid of works 

is meaningless. The apostle noted that it is only a certain type of faith that saves, and that such 

saving faith is not empty. He urged his readers to examine their faith, to ask the question whether 

theirs was a faith that would save in the end. 
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As we move from vv. 14-19 to vv. 20-26, James shifts gears and offers us two clear, biblical 

examples which prove that the faith that justifies is not alone. Abraham and Rahab serve as these 

two examples. In many ways, these individuals were entirely different from one another, but they 

shared in common the faith that saves. 

As we consider these verses, and the life testimony of Abraham and Rahab, we want to consider 

five evidences of the faith that saves. May we be equipped through this study to joyfully examine 

our own lives for the faith that saves, and to help others to do the same. 

The Faith that Saves is the Faith that Sobers 
James begins this section with another reference to dead faith: “But wilt thou know, O vain man, 

that faith without works is dead?” (v. 20). To modernise the language a little, James is saying, “Do 

you really want to know, empty man, that faith without works is dead?” “Are you really interested 

in the truth about workless faith?” he seems to ask. Were his readers honestly interested in the proof 

of his assertion that faith without works is dead? Conversely, were they serious about having the 

faith that saves? 

The word “vain” means “empty,” and in the context it refers to the man who claims faith but is 

empty of works. James is thus issuing his question primarily to those who claimed to have faith 

apart from works. There were some who claimed (v. 18) that they had faith which did not manifest 

itself in works; it is to those whom James addressed his question. He had told them in no uncertain 

terms that their workless faith was dead, that it was no better than the belief of the demons, now he 

wants to prove this assertion. 

“Do you really want to know whether yours is the faith that saves?” This is the question that James 

posed to his readers. And it is the question that remains before us centuries later.  I would suggest 

that we ought to answer James’ question with a hearty yes. All of us ought to really want to know 

that ours is the faith that saves. We ought all to have a burden to examine our hearts to see that our 

faith is genuine. 

There is always the temptation to think that we are Christian simply because we believe in God or 

go to church. I once asked a man if he was a Christian and he replied with great gusto, “Of course 

I’m a Christian! What do you think I am, a Muslim?” Such a person’s profession is empty, but 

those who are saved glory in the gospel. He takes the matter of faith very seriously. And so James 

returns to the theme of v. 18 and speaks once again of show-me faith. 

Faith without works is quite literally useless, and the person who sees no need for works to arise 

from faith is empty, silly. Such a person is not thinking clearly, and that is precisely the reason that 

we need sobering preaching. I am not sure that all preaching should be equally intense. I am quite 

certain that there are texts and subjects which require more intense exposition than others; 

nevertheless, all preaching should be biblical and thus sobering. Preaching should help us to 

understand how serious a matter it is that we will all one day stand before God, and should thus 

encourage us to make sure that we have the faith that will enable us to escape the judgement 

described in vv. 12-13. 

In his commentary on James, Thomas Manton wrote, “False and mistaken faith is usually the brat of 

darkness. Hypocrites are usually of a sleepy conscience, so that we must not whisper, but cry aloud, 
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‘Mildness doth but soothe him in his error.’” And speaking of false assurance, Manton adds, “O! 

Pluck it off; who would suffer a dead plant in his garden?” People may misunderstand our constant 

pleadings with them to examine their faith, but we who are biblical are sober in our thinking. Faith 

is a matter of eternal consequence, and we must be sure that both we and others are sober in the 

examination of their faith. We must penetrate the world of darkness with the truth, and challenge 

those who do not have the truth to examine their profession to faith in light of the biblical 

revelation, for the faith that saves, far from being superficial, is sobering. 

The Faith that Saves is the Faith that Surrenders 
To those who answer yes to James’ question of v. 20 he offers an illustration of his point. Abraham 

was a man whose faith was sobering, whose profession was accompanied by good works. James 

points to one example in Abraham’s life in which his faith drove him to obedience. 

Was not Abraham our father justified by works, when he had offered up 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. 

(James 2:21-23) 

The overriding principle here is that saving faith surrenders. I am sure that you are familiar with the 

story to which James refers, as recorded in Genesis 22. When he was 75 years old, God promised 

Abraham a son through whom all the nations of the earth would be blessed. Twenty-five years later 

that promise was fulfilled in the birth of Isaac. Some time later (we are not sure how long, but 

probably between 25-40 years) God appeared to Abraham commanding him to offer his son as a 

burnt sacrifice on an altar on Mount Moriah. Abraham carried out God’s instructions perfectly, but 

as he raised the knife to slit his son’s throat, God called to him and told him to put the knife down. 

God commended him for his obedience, and provided a ram to be offered in the place of Isaac. He 

then repeated the covenant promises to Abraham. 

The story related in Genesis 22 shows Abraham’s faith being justified, or vindicated. As I consider 

this text, I must admit to being somewhat bemused at the ages-long discussion over whether Paul 

and James contradicted each other. James is by no means suggesting that Abraham’s works saved 

him, or that our works save us. He is clearly indicating that Abraham’s faith was vindicated as he 

obeyed God. His works were the proof that his faith was genuine. 

James quotes from Genesis 15:6 when he speaks of Abraham believing God and righteousness 

consequently being imputed to him. But the events of Genesis 15 took place decades before the 

events of Genesis 22. The suggestion is not that Abraham was only saved in Genesis 22. It seems, 

on the contrary, that Abraham’s person was justified in Genesis 15, whilst his faith was justified in 

Genesis 22. 

The word “justified” as used in the King James Bible does not always speak of the moment of 

salvation. One clear example that illustrates this is 1 Timothy 3:16, where it speaks of Jesus being 

“justified in the Spirit.” Obviously, Jesus had no need to be saved from sin; thus, His “justification” 

must point to something else; viz. His life was vindicated. 
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Of course, we should not assume that the event of Genesis 22 was the first time in which Abraham 

surrendered to God. Nor was it the last time. But James uses it as a clear illustration of submissive 

faith, because the faith that saves submits to God as surely as Abraham did when he offered Isaac 

upon the altar. When God calls us to give up our Isaac, those who have been justified by faith 

gladly obey and submit, they surrender to their Lord. 

This should give us great cause for concern regarding those who profess faith but do not give of 

their time to serve their Saviour. We cannot read hearts, but with James we can confidently assert 

that saving must be accompanied by submission to God’s Word. 

Of course, the last thing we want to see is someone understanding this principle intellectually and 

consequently forcing themselves to perform certain works. We are not looking to staple apples to a 

dead branch. The fruit must and will grow naturally on a branch that is properly connected to the 

root. If you find that you are entirely unmotivated to surrender to God, pray to Him that He would 

connect you to the root, which is Christ. 

We must understand that James is by no mean making s a legalistic appeal. We do not want to force 

people to perform good works. Instead, we want to use James’ words to show those without works 

the reason that they lack works. We want to show them that they lack works because their 

(professed) faith is, in fact, empty. They must not force the works, they must pursue living faith! 

And when they are granted such faith it will be evidenced in glad surrender to God’s commands. 

The important part of the Genesis 22 story was really God’s testimony upon Abraham’s obedience: 

“Now I know that thou fearest God, seeing thou hast not withheld thy son, thine only son from me” 

(Genesis 22:12). We will all be judged one day by the perfect law of liberty (v. 12). We will all 

stand before the judgement throne of Christ. The only thing that will matter in that day is to hear the 

same words from Christ: “I know that your faith is genuine.” 

Our profession will be called upon to be proven. When the Pharisees boasted that Abraham was 

their father, Jesus stated the heart of the matter: “If ye were Abraham’s children, ye would do the 

works of Abraham” (John 8:39). If we are in Abraham’s spiritual line then we will exhibit the same 

attitude of surrender that he did. To state it in more familiar New Testament language, those who 

possess true, saving faith gladly take up their cross and follow Christ. 

I trust that we all have Abraham-like altars in our lives to which we can point as submissive 

evidence that our faith is genuine. And may we help those who have no such altars to see that the 

reason is perhaps because they are disconnected from the root. 

James tells us of how “faith wrought with [Abraham’s] works, and by works was faith made 

perfect” (v. 22. The word “wrought” means “manifest,” and “perfect” speaks of “complete.” This is 

the same word that Jesus used when He said to Paul, “My grace is sufficient for thee: for my 

strength is made perfect in weakness” (2 Corinthians 12:9). Of course, God’s strength is never 

imperfect; it can never improve. But in Paul’s weakness, the completeness of God’s strength was 

made manifest to others. 

Likewise, if we have the faith that saves, we will surrender to God’s Word, and our surrender will 

be visible. Thus, nobody should be surprised to hear that we are saved. I have often been at funerals 

and felt distinctly during the eulogy that I am in the wrong place! But our lives ought not to be like 
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that. Our lives ought to match our profession of faith. Just as with Abraham, we who possess true, 

saving faith will manifest God’s grace publicly in our lives. “Abraham’s faith,” writes Blanchard, 

“was brought out into the open and proved to be real by this staggering act of obedience.” And so it 

will be with us. 

The result of Abraham’s manifest faith was wonderful: “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” (v. 23). Because his faith was visibly manifested he was considered to be a friend of 

God, and we who have visibly submissive faith can claim the same: We are friends of God! As 

Jesus Himself said, “Ye are my friends, if ye do whatsoever I command you” (John 15:14). 

Let us then remind ourselves of the principle: If we are recipients of the faith that saves then we are 

called to a life of surrender, of bowing openly to the Lordship of Jesus Christ. If there is no inward 

desire, then we would do well to examine our profession of faith. For the Spirit of God always 

works inside those who are saved to perform His good pleasure (Philippians 1:6). 

The Faith that Saves is the Faith that Sees 
Concluding the illustration from the life of Abraham, James writes, “Ye see then that how by works 

a man is justified, and not by faith only” (v. 24). The apostle had asked in v. 20 whether his readers 

were really interested in seeing that faith without works is dead. Assuming a positive answer, he 

proceeded to point to the example of Abraham, and now he assumes that they have seen his point. 

“Ye see then,” he writes. “I assume you understand; case closed!”  

There is an important principle implicit in this verse: Those who have the faith that saves see that it 

is submissive. Unbelievers may not see the truth of James’ assertion, but he assumes that believers 

see his point. And we should assume the same. 

Believers see that justification is by faith alone, that it is a forensic declaration by the sovereign God 

that their sins have been forgiven. But they also see that true faith does not end there, that it is 

accompanied by a life that is being continually transformed and that is submitting gladly to our 

wonderful Saviour. 

And if we truly see this, surely it should stir us when we hear people glibly professing faith. We 

should not remain unmoved when “I’m a Christian” is followed by “but.” “I’m a Christian, but I 

don’t see the need to go to church.” “But” might be followed by numerous concluding phrases, but 

those who have the faith that saves see through those excuses. Those with genuine faith see that 

faith that is alone is alone. 

The Faith that Saves is the Faith that Saves 
James could well have ended his argument with the illustration of Abraham, but he does not do so. 

Instead, he provides a second, equally clear illustration of genuine, saving faith: “Likewise also was 

not Rahab the harlot justified by works, when she had received the messengers, and had sent them 

out another way?” (v. 25). 

Now, put yourself for a moment in the shoes of one of James’ initial hearers. The pastor of the 

Jewish church receives this letter, and reads about the faith of Abraham. No doubt, your head is 
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nodding and perhaps you even utter a soft amen. Abraham is, after all, your most famed descendent. 

In fact, a Jewish myth in the New Testament era circulated that Abraham was seated at the gates of 

Hades to prevent any Jew from entering hell. He was a most revered character. 

But as you are nodding proudly at the example of Abraham, you suddenly hear another name: 

“Rahab.” And, with that name, you hear the word “likewise.” Perhaps you catch yourself: Did 

James really mention Rahab, a Gentile prostitute, alongside our great father Abraham? And indeed, 

that is precisely what James did! 

Perhaps some might have thought that Abraham was not the best example to use. After all, 

Abraham was unique. Surely there weren’t many who could claim to share the faith and the same 

level of relationship with God as Abraham enjoyed? James disagreed: “Likewise ... Rahab.” 

Abraham and Rahab: you could not choose two more unalike individuals. A hero and a harlot, a 

prophet and a prostitute. But precisely the same rules apply. The principle is comprehensive. 

Whether you are an Abraham or a Rahab, the faith that saves has the same root and the same fruit. 

In the example of Rahab, James cites the account of Joshua 2. You will remember that the Jews had 

crossed the Jordan under their new leader Joshua. They had spent 40 years in the wilderness and 

were now preparing to conquer the Promised Land. The first city on their list of conquest was 

Jericho, the home of Rahab. Joshua sent two spies into the city, and they made their way 

immediately for Rahab’s house. (Lest we make too much fuss about their choice to go to the house 

of a prostitute, let us remember two things: First, her house was on the wall and thus they did not 

have to travel far into the city and risk being accosted; and second, the fact that she was a prostitute 

made it far less likely that the city officials would question their entrance to her house.) 

Somehow, the rulers of the city learned about the two spies going to Rahab’s house and so they sent 

a contingent to demand that the men be handed over. Rahab, however, had hidden the spies, and she 

told the men that they had already escaped. When they asked how long they had been gone and in 

which direction they had fled, she sent them on something of a wild goose chase. She then went to 

the spies and spoke to them: 

I know that the Lord hath given you the land, and that your terror is fallen upon us, and that all the 

inhabitants of the land faint because of you. For we have heard how the Lord dried up the water of 

the Red sea for you, when ye came out of Egypt; and what ye did unto the two kings of the 

Amorites, that were on the other side Jordan, Sihon and Og, whom ye utterly destroyed. And as soon 

as we had heard these things, our hearts did melt, neither did there remain any more courage in any 

man, because of you: for the Lord your God, he is God in heaven above, and in earth beneath. Now 

therefore, I pray you, swear unto me by the Lord, since I have shewed you kindness, that ye will also 

shew kindness unto my father's house, and give me a true token: and that ye will save alive my 

father, and my mother, and my brethren, and my sisters, and all that they have, and deliver our lives 

from death. 

(Joshua 2:9-13) 

Rahab’s testimony here is interesting: “The Lord your God, he is God in heaven above, and in earth 

beneath.” We might rightly paraphrase: “The LORD your God is one Lord!” Her theology was 

absolutely spot on. She was in some respects like the person of v. 19: She believed that there was 

one God, that God was one. But, importantly, she proceeded beyond that. Her faith was not merely 
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the faith of the demons. Her faith was manifested in her works. She obeyed God. She showed 

kindness to God’s servants, and God returned kindness upon her. She is commended in Hebrews 

11:31 not for her theology, but because she “received the spies with peace.” She laid her life on the 

line because of her faith in the one true God, but she was saved in the end. 

Fundamentally, there was no difference between Abraham and Rahab: Both exhibited a faith that 

submitted. But Rahab’s faith was most clearly manifested in her willingness to save the people of 

God. 

Is this not essentially what James argued in the first part of chapter 2? Did he not state quite clearly 

that saving faith is merciful and impartial? In a recent study I quipped that I had never in all my 

years in South Africa met a racist. It wasn’t too long after making that statement that I met a racist. 

This man said to me, “Doug, I’m a racist: I hate black people.” He asked me what I thought of that, 

and I told him quite plainly, “That’s terrible! It’s a sin against God, and one day you will answer for 

it!” A long conversation followed that, and the door was opened to the gospel. 

Those who have a faith that saves manifest it in their willingness to save. They reach out to others, 

and are willing to deliver them when they can. They show mercy and kindness to those in need. 

Rahab’s words were put to the test when the soldiers came to her door demanding the life of the 

spies. It is interesting that she bears testimony in her words of the spies to the terror that she felt at 

the presence of the Israelites. In chapter 6, when she is brought alive from her house, the text 

emphasises that she was brought out in peace. There was a time in her life when she was filled with 

terror. She was like the devils who believe and tremble. But when she experienced the faith that 

saves her terror was turned into peace. 

A man in our church, who has recently had a real struggle in his relationship with another man, 

recently told me that he had come to the point of forgiveness. “It struck me,” he said, “that I could 

not claim to be forgiven and yet refuse to forgive others.” What a wonderful testimony! What a 

wonderful example of saving faith! 

The Faith that Saves is the Faith that Stirs 
James now draws this section to a close by repeating his theme: “For as the body without the spirit 

is dead, so faith without works is dead also” (v. 26). A body without a spirit, without the breath of 

life, is useless. So too, professed faith without works is useless, lifeless, inoperative. Such faith can 

do nothing now, and can do nothing on judgement day. 

One commentator illustrated this point well. He said that if you come across a body lying still on 

the ground, one way to test for life is to take a mirror and hold it under the person’s nose. If that 

person is breathing, condensation will form on the mirror, and life will be shown to exist. That is, 

points out the commentator, essentially what James is doing. He is bringing the mirror of God’s 

Word, the perfect law of liberty, and holding it in front of our noses to see whether the breath of life 

is in us. 

And so I ask, is there evidence—biblical evidence—that the breath of life is in you? Is the proof of 

life manifested in you? The faith that saves is the faith that stirs; it brings forth works. Has it done 

so in your life? 
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Conclusion 
In closing, let me caution you that the faith that saves ultimately is the faith that rests in the Saviour. 

It doesn’t look primarily to works for assurance, but to the perfect sufficiency of Jesus Christ. Are 

you looking to Christ alone for assurance? If you are, then most surely the fruit of salvation will 

grow unhindered in your life. When you look to the cross of Christ, you will know that you have the 

faith that saves for you will, by that faith, sacrifice, serve and save others. By God’s grace, may we 

have the faith that saves, and may He use us to show others the seriousness of this that we might 

point them to our great Saviour. 

AMEN 
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