
Introduction to James Chapter 2 

Faith That Works: Impartial Love, the Royal Law of Liberty, and the Faith That Is 

Proved by Deeds 

Chapter 1 closed with the definition of pure religion as the visiting of the fatherless and widows 

in their affliction joined to a life kept unspotted from the world — the doing that James insists 

genuine faith cannot fail to produce. Chapter 2 takes up that closing definition and tests it against 

two concrete failures of practice that were evidently troubling the scattered congregations: the 

sin of showing partiality to the rich and despising the poor within the assembly itself, and the 

deeper danger of a merely verbal faith that professes orthodox belief while producing no 

discernible fruit of obedience. Where chapter 1 established the letter's governing logic in the 

abstract — trial, endurance, wisdom, and the word that must be done and not merely heard — 

chapter 2 supplies the letter's two most searching case studies of what happens when that logic is 

refused. 

 

The first half of the chapter, verses 1 through 13, confronts a specific and evidently recurring 

scene in the gathered assembly: a man with a gold ring and goodly apparel is ushered to a good 

place while a poor man in vile raiment is told to stand or to sit on the floor. James names this 

favoritism for what it is — a violation of the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory, 

and a form of judging with evil thoughts — and grounds his rebuke in two arguments: that God 

himself has chosen the poor of this world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom, and that 

the royal law, love thy neighbour as thyself, cannot be kept selectively, since whosoever shall 

keep the whole law, and yet offend in one point, is guilty of all. The section closes with the 

sobering courtroom principle that governs the whole of James's ethics: he shall have judgment 

without mercy, that hath shewed no mercy, but mercy rejoiceth against judgment. 

 

The second half of the chapter, verses 14 through 26, is the most theologically contested passage 

in the entire letter: what doth it profit, my brethren, though a man say he hath faith, and have not 

works? can faith save him? James answers with the letter's most famous and most misunderstood 

sentence — faith without works is dead, being alone — and defends it with two examples drawn 

from opposite ends of Israel's story and opposite ends of its social order: Abraham, the father of 

the faithful, justified by works when he offered Isaac upon the altar, and Rahab the harlot, 

justified by works when she received the spies and sent them out another way. The chapter 

closes with the analogy that has anchored the whole discussion from its first verse: as the body 

without the spirit is dead, so faith also without works is dead. 

 

James's language of justification by works in this chapter has, since the Reformation, been read 

alongside Paul's insistence in Romans and Galatians that a man is justified by faith without the 

deeds of the law, and the two texts are not in fact answering the same question. Paul is refuting 

the notion that a sinner earns a right standing before God by the works of the law; James is 

refuting the notion that a bare, notional assent to true propositions about God — a faith that even 

the devils also believe, and tremble — can be called saving faith at all if it never issues in action. 

The chapter's argument is not that works add anything to the ground of salvation, but that they 



are the necessary and inevitable evidence that the faith which grounds it is alive rather than dead, 

genuine rather than merely professed, the same faith that chapter 1 already described as the 

engrafted word that must be done and not merely heard. 

 

 

Opening Prayer 

 

Heavenly Father, 

 

We come to James chapter 2 knowing how easily our own hearts fall into the sin it names first: 

the respect of persons that welcomes the man in goodly apparel to the good place while it tells 

the poor man to stand, or to sit under our footstool. Search us, Lord, for every quiet partiality we 

have shown to power, to wealth, to appearance, and to influence, and remind us that you have 

chosen the poor of this world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom which you have 

promised to them that love you. 

 

Teach us to fulfil the royal law according to the scripture, thou shalt love thy neighbour as 

thyself, remembering that whosoever shall keep the whole law, and yet offend in one point, is 

guilty of all, and that we ourselves shall be judged by the law of liberty. Let mercy rejoice 

against judgment in us, for we have received a mercy we did not earn and cannot repay. 

 

And Lord, let our faith never be the faith of the devils, who believe and tremble but do not obey. 

Let us not say we have faith while a brother or sister goes naked and destitute of daily food, and 

we send them away with empty words. Make our faith the faith of Abraham, who was justified by 

works when he offered up his son, and the faith of Rahab, who was justified by works when she 

received your messengers — a faith that is alive, and not dead, being alone. 

 

In Jesus' name, Amen. 

 

 

James 2:1–13 

The Sin of Partiality and the Royal Law of Liberty 

 

(1) My brethren, have not the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory, with 

respect of persons. 

(2) For if there come unto your assembly a man with a gold ring, in goodly apparel, 

and there come in also a poor man in vile raiment; 

(3) And ye have respect to him that weareth the gay clothing, and say unto him, Sit thou 

here in a good place; 



and say to the poor, Stand thou there, or sit here under my footstool: 

(4) Are ye not then partial in yourselves, and are become judges of evil thoughts? 

(5) Hearken, my beloved brethren, Hath not God chosen the poor of this world rich in 

faith, 

and heirs of the kingdom which he hath promised to them that love him? 

(6) But ye have despised the poor. Do not rich men oppress you, and draw you before the 

judgment seats? 

(7) Do not they blaspheme that worthy name by the which ye are called? 

(8) If ye fulfil the royal law according to the scripture, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as 

thyself, ye do well: 

(9) But if ye have respect to persons, ye commit sin, and are convinced of the law as 

transgressors. 

(10) For whosoever shall keep the whole law, and yet offend in one point, he is guilty of 

all. 

(11) For he that said, Do not commit adultery, said also, Do not kill. 

Now if thou commit no adultery, yet if thou kill, thou art become a transgressor of the 

law. 

(12) So speak ye, and so do, as they that shall be judged by the law of liberty. 

(13) For he shall have judgment without mercy, that hath shewed no mercy; and mercy 

rejoiceth against judgment. 

 

The Context 

The my brethren that opens verse 1 signals a direct continuation from the closing definition of 

pure religion in 1:27, applying the demand for a faith that visits and keeps itself unspotted 

immediately to the gathered assembly's own internal practice. Have not the faith of our Lord 

Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory, with respect of persons yokes the title Lord of glory — one of the 

highest christological titles in the New Testament, echoing 1 Corinthians 2:8 — directly to the 

prohibition against partiality, so that the sin in view is not merely a breach of etiquette but a 

practical contradiction of who Jesus is. The Greek behind respect of persons, prosopolempsia, 

literally the receiving of the face, names the very act the following verses will dramatize: judging 

a person's worth by an external and visible feature rather than by the reality that faith discerns. 

 

The scene of verses 2–4 is drawn with almost theatrical precision: a man with a gold ring, in 

goodly apparel enters the assembly and is immediately shown to a good place, while a poor man 

in vile raiment is told, Stand thou there, or sit here under my footstool. The assembly in view 

(synagoge, the only use of this term for the Christian gathering in the New Testament) suggests a 

still-developing distinction between the church and the synagogue from which many of James's 

readers had come, and the courtesy shown to visitors that was common to both settings has here 

curdled into a functioning caste system. James's verdict is severe: such discrimination makes the 

assembly's members judges of evil thoughts, kritai dialogismon poneron, exposing the reasoning 

behind the favoritism — the assumption that the rich man's favor is worth cultivating and the 

poor man's is not — as itself corrupt. 

 



Verses 5–7 supply the theological ground for the rebuke: Hath not God chosen the poor of this 

world rich in faith, and heirs of the kingdom which he hath promised to them that love him? This 

is not a romanticizing of poverty as such but a pointed reversal of the assembly's own valuation, 

echoing the reversal of 1:9–11 and the whole of the biblical pattern in which God consistently 

chooses what the world despises (1 Corinthians 1:26–29). The irony James presses is exact: the 

very rich whom the assembly courts are, in James's own community's experience, the ones who 

oppress you, and draw you before the judgment seats, and who blaspheme that worthy name by 

the which ye are called — very likely a reference to the name of Christ invoked at baptism. The 

assembly is shown favoring precisely the class that persecutes it. 

 

The royal law of verse 8, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself, drawn from Leviticus 19:18 

and identified by Jesus himself as the second great commandment (Matthew 22:39), is called 

royal (basilikos) because it is the law of the kingdom just named in verse 5, and because it 

governs and sums up every other command touching one's duty to one's neighbor. But partiality 

cannot be reconciled with this law by treating it as one commandment among many that can be 

selectively obeyed: verse 10's whosoever shall keep the whole law, and yet offend in one point, 

he is guilty of all rests on the unity of the law as the expression of a single lawgiver's single will 

— the same reasoning verse 11 makes explicit by pairing the prohibitions against adultery and 

murder, since the God who forbids the one forbids the other, and transgression of either is 

transgression of him. 

 

The section closes in verses 12–13 by naming the standard the assembly will itself face: the law 

of liberty already introduced in 1:25, and the courtroom principle that he shall have judgment 

without mercy, that hath shewed no mercy; and mercy rejoiceth against judgment. The logic is 

not a bare quid pro quo but the recognition that mercy shown or withheld reveals whether a 

person has actually received the mercy the gospel offers; the one who has been shown mercy and 

understood it cannot, in the same act, withhold that same mercy from a poor brother without 

contradicting the very faith by which he stands. Mercy rejoiceth against judgment closes the 

section on a note of triumphant confidence rather than mere threat — mercy, wherever it is 

genuinely present, prevails. 

 

Plain American English 

My brothers and sisters, as believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ, don't show favoritism. 

Suppose a man comes into your meeting wearing a gold ring and fine clothes, and a poor man in 

dirty, ragged clothes comes in also. If you give special attention and a good seat to the well-

dressed man, but say to the poor man, 'You can stand over there,' or 'Sit on the floor by my feet,' 

haven't you discriminated among yourselves and made judgments based on evil motives? Listen, 

my dear brothers and sisters: hasn't God chosen the poor in this world to be rich in faith and to 

inherit the kingdom he promised to those who love him? But you have dishonored the poor. Isn't 

it the rich who oppress you and drag you into court? Aren't they the ones who slander the noble 

name of the one you belong to? Yes indeed, it is good when you obey the royal law as found in 

Scripture: 'Love your neighbor as yourself.' But if you favor some people over others, you are 

committing sin and are guilty of breaking the law. For the person who keeps all of the laws 

except one is as guilty as a person who has broken all of God's laws. For the same God who 



said, 'Do not commit adultery,' also said, 'Do not murder.' So if you murder someone but do not 

commit adultery, you have still broken the law. So whatever you say or do, remember that you 

will be judged by the law that sets you free. There will be no mercy for those who have not shown 

mercy to others. But if you have been merciful, God will be merciful when he judges you. 

 

Key Observations 

"have not the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory, with respect of persons": 

This signifies The Title Lord of Glory Attached to the Prohibition Against Partiality Makes 

Favoritism Not Merely a Breach of Manners but a Practical Contradiction of Who Jesus Is. 

James does not simply forbid partiality as an unkindness; he forbids it as logically incompatible 

with the confession that Jesus is the Lord of glory. A community that bows to the visible glory of 

gold rings and goodly apparel while it stands before the true Lord of glory has substituted a 

lesser, counterfeit glory for the one that actually governs its worship. The title functions the same 

way Paul's use of it in 1 Corinthians 2:8 does — as a marker of the surpassing, hidden majesty of 

the crucified and risen Christ — and its presence here means that every act of favoritism in the 

assembly is measured not against a code of etiquette but against the very glory the assembly 

claims to serve. 

 

"Hath not God chosen the poor of this world rich in faith, and heirs of the kingdom which 

he hath promised to them that love him?": This signifies God's Own Pattern of Choosing 

What the World Despises Is the Theological Ground That Makes the Assembly's 

Favoritism Toward the Rich a Direct Inversion of Divine Valuation. 

The rhetorical question of verse 5 does not romanticize poverty as inherently virtuous; it points 

to the consistent biblical pattern in which God chooses the poor, the weak, and the despised as 

the ordinary recipients of his kingdom (1 Corinthians 1:26–29; Luke 6:20), so that no one may 

boast in wealth or status as the ground of divine favor. When the assembly courts the rich man's 

gold ring and turns away the poor man in vile raiment, it does not merely commit a social error; 

it inverts the very pattern by which God himself has chosen to display his kingdom, favoring 

exactly the criterion — worldly wealth — that God has declined to make the basis of his choice. 

 

"he shall have judgment without mercy, that hath shewed no mercy; and mercy rejoiceth 

against judgment": This signifies The Courtroom Principle That Mercy Withheld Returns 

as Judgment Without Mercy Is the Same Logic That Will Anchor the Faith-and-Works 

Argument of the Chapter's Second Half. 

Verse 13 closes the partiality section with a principle that reaches beyond partiality alone: the 

mercy a person shows or withholds functions as evidence of whether that person has genuinely 

received and understood the mercy of God. This is not salvation earned by merciful acts, any 

more than the crown of life in 1:12 was earned by enduring temptation; it is the recognition that a 

heart truly changed by mercy received cannot, without contradiction, withhold mercy from 

others (compare Matthew 18:23–35). Mercy rejoiceth against judgment previews the very logic 

the chapter will apply to faith and works: an inward reality that produces no corresponding 

outward fruit has not, in fact, taken hold of the heart it claims to occupy. 



 

What This Means for Us Today 

1. Examine Every Quiet Preference Shown to Wealth, Status, and Appearance Within the 

Gathered Community as a Direct Test of Whether the Faith of the Lord of Glory Actually 

Governs Our Practice: The gold ring and goodly apparel of verse 2 have modern equivalents in 

every community of faith — the visitor whose profession, wardrobe, or connections earn an 

instant welcome, and the visitor whose evident need or unfashionable appearance earns polite 

distance. The contemporary community is called to examine not its stated convictions about 

impartiality but its actual patterns of attention, seating, welcome, and access, since James locates 

the sin precisely in the gap between the faith professed and the favoritism practiced. 

2. Let the Royal Law of Loving the Neighbor as Oneself Govern Every Interaction Without 

Selective Exemption, Remembering That the Law Broken in One Point Is Broken as a 

Whole: The whosoever shall keep the whole law, and yet offend in one point, he is guilty of all 

of verse 10 resists the common contemporary strategy of measuring one's obedience by 

aggregate score — generous in this area, faithful in that one, and therefore excused in a third. 

James insists that love of neighbor is not a portfolio to be balanced but a single, unified law 

reflecting a single lawgiver, so that partiality toward the poor cannot be offset by faithfulness in 

prayer, giving, or doctrine; the contemporary believer is called to let mercy govern every point of 

contact with a neighbor, not merely the points that are convenient. 

 

How This Relates to Today 

The scene of verses 2–4 speaks with unsettling precision to a contemporary church culture in 

which visible markers of success — wardrobe, employment, education, social media following 

— continue to function as informal credentials for welcome and influence inside congregations 

that would explicitly deny practicing any such discrimination. The contemporary community that 

reserves its warmest welcome, its leadership opportunities, and its platform for those who 

already carry worldly credibility, while treating the poor, the socially awkward, or the visibly 

struggling as a pastoral inconvenience, has reenacted the very scene James condemns, regardless 

of the doctrinal soundness of its stated theology of impartiality. 

 

The mercy rejoiceth against judgment of verse 13 also speaks to a contemporary temptation 

toward a merciless zeal for correctness — theological, moral, or social — that forgets it has itself 

been shown a mercy it did not earn. James's warning applies with equal force to any community, 

however doctrinally precise, that has begun to withhold from others the mercy by which its own 

members stand; the community that has genuinely reckoned with the mercy it has received 

cannot, without self-contradiction, become a community known chiefly for the judgment it 

dispenses. 

 

Key Lesson: *The opening section moves from the direct prohibition against partiality grounded 

in the title Lord of glory, through the dramatized scene of the gold-ringed man welcomed and the 

poor man turned away, to the theological ground of God's own choosing of the poor rich in faith, 

and closes with the royal law that cannot be kept selectively and the courtroom principle that 



mercy shown or withheld reveals the true condition of the heart — establishing that the 

assembly's treatment of the poor and the rich is not a matter of etiquette but a direct test of 

whether the faith of the Lord of glory actually governs its practice.* 

 

James 2:14–26 

Faith Without Works Is Dead: Abraham, Rahab, and the Body Without the Spirit 

 

(14) What doth it profit, my brethren, though a man say he hath faith, and have not 

works? can faith save him? 

(15) If a brother or sister be naked, and destitute of daily food, 

(16) 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? 

(17) Even so faith, if it hath not works, is dead, being alone. 

(18) 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. 

(19) Thou believest that there is one God; thou doest well: the devils also believe, and 

tremble. 

(20) But wilt thou know, O vain man, that faith without works is dead? 

(21) Was not Abraham our father justified by works, when he had offered Isaac his son 

upon the altar? 

(22) Seest thou how faith wrought with his works, and by works was faith made perfect? 

(23) 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. 

(24) Ye see then how that by works a man is justified, and not by faith only. 

(25) Likewise also was not Rahab the harlot justified by works, when she had received 

the messengers, and had sent them out another way? 

(26) For as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith also without works is dead. 

 

The Context 

The what doth it profit that opens verse 14 picks up the same diagnostic question that has run 

through the letter since 1:22 — not whether the word or the faith is heard or held, but whether it 

produces anything. Though a man say he hath faith, and have not works? can faith save him? is 

carefully worded: James's target is a man say he hath faith, a merely verbal or notional claim, not 

faith itself, and the rhetorical question can faith save him expects the answer no, not because 

works supplement the ground of salvation but because the faith described — bare assertion 

without any accompanying deed — is not the kind of faith Scripture anywhere promises to save. 

 



Verses 15–17 make the point concrete with the same kind of dramatized scene James used for 

partiality in verses 2–4: a brother or sister, naked, and destitute of daily food, is met not with 

material help but with the pious-sounding dismissal, Depart in peace, be ye warmed and filled — 

words that cost nothing and supply nothing. James's verdict, even so faith, if it hath not works, is 

dead, being alone, uses being alone (kath' heauten) to insist that faith divorced from works is not 

a lesser or weaker faith but an isolated one, cut off from the only soil in which living faith grows 

and shows itself, and therefore already dead, not merely dormant. 

 

The imagined objector of verse 18, thou hast faith, and I have works, has been read two ways by 

interpreters, but either way the force of James's reply is the same: shew me thy faith without thy 

works, and I will shew thee my faith by my works insists that faith is not directly visible or 

verifiable in itself; it becomes visible only in the works it produces, the way an invisible root 

becomes visible only in the fruit it bears. Verse 19's thou believest that there is one God; thou 

doest well: the devils also believe, and tremble presses the point to its sharpest edge, taking the 

Shema itself, the central confession of Israel's monotheism (Deuteronomy 6:4), and showing that 

correct doctrinal content, however foundational, is not sufficient to distinguish saving faith from 

the terrified, faithless assent of demons — the devils' orthodoxy produces trembling, not 

obedience. 

 

Verses 21–24 turn to Abraham, our father, as the letter's central proof: was not Abraham our 

father justified by works, when he had offered Isaac his son upon the altar? James is not 

contradicting Genesis 15:6, cited in verse 23 (Abraham believed God, and it was imputed unto 

him for righteousness), but reading Genesis 22 as the historical demonstration and completion of 

the faith already credited in Genesis 15 — seest thou how faith wrought with his works, and by 

works was faith made perfect uses made perfect (eteleiothe) in the same sense as 1:4's perfect 

and entire: not faith improved upon, but faith brought to its full and visible maturity. Ye see then 

how that by works a man is justified, and not by faith only uses justified (dikaioo) in the sense of 

shown or vindicated to be righteous before human observation, the same sense the word carries 

in Matthew 11:19 and Luke 7:35, rather than the initial forensic declaration of righteousness 

before God that Paul defends in Romans 4 on the basis of the very same Genesis 15:6. 

 

The turn to Rahab the harlot in verse 25 is deliberately jarring alongside Abraham: the father of 

the faithful and the Canaanite prostitute are named together as the two paradigm cases of works-

vindicated faith, showing that the principle applies without regard to pedigree, gender, or moral 

history — Rahab's faith (Hebrews 11:31; Joshua 2) was shown not in a private assent but in the 

concrete, dangerous act of receiving the messengers, and had sent them out another way. The 

closing analogy of verse 26, as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith also without works is 

dead, returns to the being alone of verse 17 with maximum clarity: works stand to faith as the 

animating spirit stands to the body — not an external addition to a thing already complete, but 

the very principle that distinguishes a living faith from a corpse that merely has the shape of one. 

 

Plain American English 



What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone claims to have faith but has no deeds to 

show for it? Can that kind of faith save anyone? Suppose a brother or sister has no clothes and 

nothing to eat. If one of you says, 'Go in peace; stay warm and eat well,' but does not provide for 

their physical needs, what good does that do? In the same way, faith by itself, if it doesn't result 

in action, is dead. Now someone might argue, 'Some people have faith; others have good deeds.' 

But I say, how can you show me your faith if you don't have good deeds? I will show you my faith 

through my good deeds. You believe there is one God. Good for you! Even the demons believe 

this, and they tremble in terror. How foolish! Can't you see that faith without good deeds is 

useless? Don't you remember that our ancestor Abraham was shown to be right with God by his 

actions when he offered his son Isaac on the altar? You see, his faith and his actions worked 

together. His actions made his faith complete. And so it happened just as the Scriptures say: 

'Abraham believed God, and God counted him as righteous because of his faith.' He was even 

called the friend of God. So you see, we are shown to be right with God by what we do, not by 

faith alone. Rahab the prostitute is another example. She was shown to be right with God by her 

actions, when she hid those messengers and sent them safely away by a different road. Just as 

the body is dead without breath, so also faith is dead without good works. 

 

Key Observations 

"faith, if it hath not works, is dead, being alone": This signifies The Word Being Alone 

Names Not a Weaker Faith but an Isolated One, Cut Off From the Only Ground in Which 

a Living Faith Can Show Itself Genuine. 

James's diagnosis is not that faith without works is a diminished or immature faith on its way to 

something better; it is dead, already and completely, because being alone — separated from the 

works that are its natural and inevitable fruit — is precisely the condition of a corpse rather than 

a living organism. The image anticipates verse 26's body-and-spirit analogy and forecloses any 

reading of James as merely urging believers to supplement an already sufficient faith with a few 

good deeds; the works in view are not decoration added to a complete faith but the vital sign by 

which a faith already alive is known to be alive at all. 

 

"Was not Abraham our father justified by works, when he had offered Isaac his son upon 

the altar? … by works was faith made perfect": This signifies James's Justified by Works 

Describes the Public Vindication of a Faith Already Credited in Genesis 15, Not a Second 

and Different Ground of Righteousness Before God. 

The apparent tension between James's justified by works here and Paul's justified by faith 

without the deeds of the law in Romans 3–4 dissolves once each writer's use of justified is read 

in its own context: Paul is answering how a sinner is first declared righteous before God, and 

grounds that declaration in Genesis 15:6 alone; James is answering how a professed faith is 

shown, vindicated, and matured before the watching world, and points to Genesis 22 as the 

moment that faith already credited in Genesis 15 became visible in an unmistakable act of 

obedience. Both writers cite the same verse, Abraham believed God, and it was imputed unto 

him for righteousness, because both are describing two necessary aspects of one and the same 

living faith rather than two competing systems of salvation. 

 



"as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith also without works is dead": This signifies 

The Closing Analogy of Body and Spirit Makes Works Not an Addition to Faith but the 

Very Principle That Distinguishes a Faith That Lives From a Faith That Only Appears To. 

The final sentence of the chapter returns to the being alone of verse 17 with the most vivid image 

available: a corpse retains every visible feature of a body — its shape, its face, its limbs — while 

lacking the one thing, the spirit, that makes it a living body rather than a lifeless one. Faith 

without works, James insists, is exactly this: it may retain every feature of orthodox confession 

while lacking the one thing that shows it to be alive, and the analogy closes the chapter's 

argument by refusing any middle category between a faith that works and a faith that is, for all 

its correct content, dead. 

 

What This Means for Us Today 

1. Test Every Profession of Faith, Including One's Own, by Whether It Has Produced 

Concrete Acts of Provision for the Naked and the Destitute Rather Than Words That Cost 

Nothing: The depart in peace, be ye warmed and filled of verse 16 has an easy contemporary 

equivalent in every prayer offered for someone in need that substitutes for the practical help the 

pray-er is actually in a position to give — the well-wishing that costs nothing and supplies 

nothing. The contemporary believer is called to let James's blunt question, what doth it profit, 

interrogate every religious sentiment that has not yet become a concrete act of provision, 

remembering that the naked and destitute brother or sister of verse 15 is named specifically 

because that is where verbal faith is most easily exposed as empty. 

2. Resist Every Reduction of Faith to Correct Doctrinal Content Alone, Remembering That 

the Devils Also Believe, and Tremble, and Let Faith Be Known Instead by the Works That 

Bring It to Maturity: The thou believest that there is one God; thou doest well: the devils also 

believe, and tremble is a direct and uncomfortable challenge to any contemporary confidence 

that theological precision is itself the marker of a saving faith. A congregation, or an individual 

believer, can hold an entirely correct confession — of the Trinity, of the resurrection, of the 

authority of Scripture — and still possess a faith no more alive than the trembling assent of a 

demon, if that confession has produced no Abraham-like obedience and no Rahab-like risk on 

behalf of others; the contemporary test James supplies is not what is believed but what the belief 

has done. 

 

How This Relates to Today 

The faith-and-works debate of this chapter continues to structure much of the contemporary 

church's anxiety about the relationship between grace and obedience, and the anxiety is 

frequently resolved badly in one of two opposite directions: either works are quietly reintroduced 

as a supplementary ground of acceptance before God, contradicting Paul's gospel of grace, or 

works are dismissed as optional evidence of a faith whose reality is never actually tested, 

contradicting James's insistence that faith without works is dead. The contemporary community 

that has genuinely absorbed both Paul and James holds the two together as Scripture does: a faith 

that is the sole ground of a right standing before God, and a faith that, being genuine, invariably 

produces the visible works by which it is known to be genuine. 



 

Rahab's inclusion alongside Abraham also speaks pointedly to a contemporary church still 

tempted to sort believers by pedigree, moral history, or respectability — the same partiality the 

chapter's first half already condemned. James pairs the most honored patriarch in Israel's history 

with a Canaanite prostitute precisely because the principle he is establishing, faith proved by 

works, admits no exception for background or reputation; the contemporary community that 

quietly reserves its confidence in someone's faith for those with a clean moral record has not yet 

reckoned with why James chose the two examples he did. 

 

Key Lesson: *The closing section moves from the diagnostic question of what a merely professed 

faith profits, through the concrete scene of the naked and destitute brother sent away with empty 

words, to the demons' faith that believes and trembles without obeying, and closes with Abraham 

justified by works when he offered Isaac and Rahab justified by works when she received the 

messengers — establishing through the final analogy of the body without the spirit that works 

are not an addition to faith but the very sign by which a faith that lives is distinguished from a 

faith that is, for all its correct content, already dead.* 

 

Closing Prayer 

 

Heavenly Father, 

 

We close James chapter 2 having been searched by the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord 

of glory, that will not tolerate the respect of persons we so easily practice — the quiet preference 

for the gold ring and the goodly apparel, the quiet distance kept from the poor man in vile 

raiment. Forgive us for the times we have been judges of evil thoughts, and remind us that you 

have chosen the poor of this world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom you have 

promised to them that love you. 

 

Let the royal law, thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself, govern us without selective exemption, 

for we know that whosoever shall keep the whole law, and yet offend in one point, is guilty of all. 

Let mercy rejoice against judgment in us, and let us never be found showing judgment without 

mercy to those who need the same mercy we ourselves have received. 

 

And Lord, let our faith never be dead, being alone. When a brother or sister is naked and 

destitute of daily food, let us not send them away with words that cost us nothing, but let us show 

our faith by our works, as Abraham showed his when he offered Isaac upon the altar, and as 

Rahab showed hers when she received your messengers. Let our faith be a living faith, for as the 

body without the spirit is dead, so faith also without works is dead. 

 



In Jesus' name — in the name of the Lord of glory who showed no respect of persons, who 

fulfilled the royal law perfectly on our behalf, and whose own perfect obedience is the works by 

which our faith, however small, is finally and fully justified — Amen. 

 

Soli Deo Gloria 

Glory to God Alone 


