JAMES: FAITH THAT WORKS

Week 5 of 10 — Leader Guide
Faith and Works | James 2:14-26

AT A GLANCE

Passage: James 2:14-26 Duration: 75-90 minutes

Big Idea: Genuine saving faith necessarily and naturally produces works. Faith and works aren'tin
competition or contradiction with Paul's gospel of grace — a faith that saves is never alone; it always
shows up in action, as Abraham and Rahab both demonstrated.

Memory Verse: "So also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead." — James 2:17

TEACHING FLOW (75-90 min)

[ |
Section Focus

[ |
Icebreaker Naming what makes someone else's faith visibly genuine and alive.

[ |
Introduction The central question: can faith without works save? Reconciling James with

Paul.

[ |
v.14-17 Dead faith — pious words with no practical help are worthless.

[ |
v.18-19 Show me your faith by your works; even demons believe and shudder.

[ |
v.20-25 Case studies: Abraham offering Isaac, Rahab hiding the spies.

[ |
v.26 The body/spirit metaphor — faith without works is a corpse.

[ |
Theological Deep Dive James and Paul reconciled; evidences of living faith; self-examination.

[ |
Closing Application Personal reflection and closing prayer.

Icebreaker (5-7 minutes)

Question: “Think of someone you know whose faith is clearly genuine and alive. Without naming them, what
specific actions or behaviors make their faith so evident to others?”



LEADER NOTE: This question gets people thinking concretely about what living faith looks like in practice
before diving into the theological discussion. Listen for descriptions that go beyond church attendance to
sacrificial love, generosity, integrity under pressure, etc.

Introduction to the Passage

This week we come to one of the most important and potentially controversial passages in James. Here
James tackles a question that strikes at the heart of what it means to be a Christian: what is the relationship
between faith and works? Can someone claim to have faith if their life shows no evidence of transformation?

James is writing to people who may have embraced a form of Christianity that was purely intellectual or
emotional — people who affirmed correct doctrine but whose lives remained unchanged. In this passage,
James makes a shocking claim: faith without works is not justincomplete or immature — it's dead. It's
useless. It cannot save.

This raises immediate questions for us as evangelicals who believe passionately in salvation by grace
through faith alone, not by works. How do we reconcile James's teaching with Paul's clear statements in
Ephesians 2:8-9 and Romans 3:28? That's exactly what we'll explore today.

Context Reminder: James continues his theme from 1:22-27 about being “doers of the word” and from 2:1-
13 about faith that shows no partiality. Now he examines whether faith can exist at all without corresponding
action. Read the passage: have someone read James 2:14-26 aloud, using multiple translations if possible —
ESV, NIV, and NASB each bring out different nuances.

The Central Question: Can Faith Save? (James 2:14-17)

Discussion — Discussion

James opens with a rhetorical question in verse 14: “What good is it, my brothers, if someone
Q1 says he has faith but does not have works? Can that faith save him?” What is James really
asking here? Is he questioning whether faith saves, or what kind of faith saves?

LEADER NOTE: The Greek article before “faith” in v.14 is important — James asks “Can THAT faith save?”
not “Can faith save?” He's questioning the genuineness of a professed faith that produces no works.
James is addressing people who “say” they have faith (v.14), not necessarily people who actually have it.
The issue is the nature and authenticity of faith, not whether salvation requires works in addition to faith.
James is not contradicting Paul: Paul argues against works as a means of earning salvation; James argues
against a “faith” that is merely intellectual assent without heart transformation.

In verses 15-16, James gives a vivid example of someone who sees a brother or sister in need,
Q2 offers pious words (“Go in peace, be warmed and filled”), but does nothing practical to help.
How does this illustration expose the emptiness of professed faith without works?

LEADER NOTE: The example is deliberately shocking — it's not just failing to help strangers, but fellow
believers (“brother or sister”). The words offered sound spiritual and kind, but they accomplish nothing
and cost the speaker nothing. This mirrors the kind of faith James is criticizing: it sounds right, it may even




feel right, but it has no power to transform or benefit anyone. The rhetorical question “What good is that?”
(v.16) anticipates the answer: no good at all.

Verse 17 states the principle clearly: “So also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead.”
Q3 What does James mean by “dead” faith? Can something dead ever have been alive, or is he
saying this “faith” was never genuine to begin with?

LEADER NOTE: The word “dead” (nekra) means without life, inert, powerless — James will repeat this in
v.20 and v.26. The grammar suggests this faith was always dead; it never had the life-giving power of
genuine faith. True saving faith is living and active. Faith that produces no fruit was never the kind of faith
that connects us to the living Christ. This isn't about Christians who struggle or fail — it's about people
who claim faith while showing zero trajectory of transformation.

The Challenge: Show Me Your Faith (James 2:18-19)

Discussion — Discussion

Verse 18 is notoriously difficult to interpret, but James seems to be creating a dialogue with an
Q4 imaginary objector who says, “You have faith and | have works.” How does James respond to
the idea that some Christians might specialize in faith while others specialize in works?

LEADER NOTE: The division between “faith Christians” and “works Christians” is false and impossible —
you cannot have one without the other. James's challenge is pointed: “Show me your faith apart from your
works, and | will show you my faith by my works.” Faith is invisible; it becomes visible only through
actions. This doesn't mean works prove faith to God (He sees the heart), but works prove faith to others
and confirm it to ourselves. Think of it like this: claiming to have faith without works is like claiming to be
alive while showing no vital signs.

In verse 19, James acknowledges that the demons “believe” in one God and even “shudder”
with fear. Why is this not enough? What does this tell us about the nature of saving faith?

Q5

LEADER NOTE: Demons have perfect theology — they know exactly who God is, and they have an
emotional response (shuddering). But they have no love, no trust, no submission, no relationship with
God. Their “faith” is intellectual assent plus terror, not saving faith. Saving faith involves knowledge (who
God is), assent (agreeing it's true), and trust (personal reliance on Christ). The demons have the first two
but not the third. Many people in churches today have the same kind of faith as demons: they believe the
facts about God and Jesus, maybe even feel moved emotionally, but have never truly trusted Christ or
surrendered to Him. True faith is not just believing THAT God exists or that Jesus died, but believing IN Him
— entrusting yourself to Him as Savior and Lord.

Application: have you ever met someone (or been someone) who believed all the right things
about God but whose life showed no evidence of genuine transformation? What was missing?

Q6




The Case Studies: Abraham and Rahab (James 2:20-25)

Discussion — Discussion

James calls his hypothetical objector a “foolish person” (v.20) and then appeals to Abraham. In
verse 21 he asks: “Was not Abraham our father justified by works when he offered up his son
Isaac on the altar?” How can this be reconciled with Paul's teaching in Romans 4 that Abraham
was justified by faith, not works?

Q7

LEADER NOTE: This is the critical theological question in the passage. Both James and Paul appeal to
Genesis 15:6 (“Abraham believed God, and it was counted to him as righteousness”), but they use it
differently. Paul is addressing people who think works earn salvation; James is addressing people who
think faith can exist without works.

Let's address the elephant in the room directly. In Romans 3:28, Paul writes, “For we hold that
one is justified by faith apart from works of the law.” In Ephesians 2:8-9 he says salvation is
“not your own doing... not a result of works.” How do we reconcile these with James's teaching
that “a person is justified by works and not by faith alone” (James 2:24)?

Qs

LEADER NOTE: First, Paul and James are addressing different problems. Paul combats legalism —
people trying to earn salvation through works. James combats dead orthodoxy — people claiming faith
while living unchanged lives. Second, they use “justified” differently: Paul uses it forensically (God's
declaration of righteousness); James uses it evidentially (demonstration of righteousness). Third, they
define “works” differently: Paul refers to “works of the law” — religious rituals and rule-keeping done to
earn favor with God; James refers to the fruit of faith — obedience that flows from a transformed heatrt.
Fourth, they're at different points in the timeline: Paul emphasizes the initial moment of salvation
(justification before God); James emphasizes the ongoing evidence of salvation (justification before
others). Paul would agree with James that true faith always produces works (Ephesians 2:10; Titus 2:14).
James would agree with Paul that works don't earn salvation (James 1:18 says we're saved by God's will,
not our own effort).

Synthesis

e We are saved by grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ alone (Paul's emphasis)

e Butthe faith that saves is never alone — it always produces works (James's emphasis)
* Works don't contribute to our justification; they're the evidence of it

e A “faith” that produces no works is not the kind of faith that saves

e Abraham was declared righteous by God in Genesis 15 when he believed. His faith was
demonstrated to be genuine in Genesis 22 when he offered Isaac.

e James is not saying works save us; he's saying works prove that saving faith is real. Faith alone saves,
but the faith that saves is never alone.

Verse 22 says that “faith was active along with [Abraham's] works, and faith was completed by
his works.” What does it mean for faith to be “completed” by works?

Q9

LEADER NOTE: “Completed” (eteleiothe) means brought to its intended end or perfection, made fully
what it was meant to be. Faith reaches its designed purpose when it produces obedience — like a seed
that's “completed” when it grows into a mature plant. Abraham's faith was genuine from Genesis 15, but




it matured and proved itself through decades of walking with God, culminating in his willingness to offer
Isaac. Works don't add to faith; they're the natural outworking of faith, the evidence that faith is alive and
functioning as God intended.

Why does James choose Rahab the prostitute as his second example (v.25)? What point is he

Q10 making by pairing her with Abraham?

LEADER NOTE: Abraham and Rahab represent opposite ends of the spectrum: Abraham was the revered
patriarch, father of the Jewish nation; Rahab was a Gentile woman with a shameful occupation. Yet both
were justified (demonstrated as righteous) by faith that led to action — Abraham offered his son; Rahab
received the spies and sent them out another way. This shows the principle applies to everyone — rich
and poor, men and women, Jews and Gentiles, the respectable and the outcast. Both risked everything
based on their faith in God — that's what genuine faith does, it acts even when the cost is high. Rahab's
works weren't moral perfection (she lied to protect the spies); they were evidence that her faith was real.
She chose loyalty to God's people over loyalty to her own people.

What can we learn from the specific works that Abraham and Rahab performed? What
characterized these actions?

Q11

LEADER NOTE: Both involved risk and sacrifice — Abraham risked losing his son; Rahab risked being
executed as a traitor. Both required faith in God's promises even when circumstances seemed contrary.
Both involved obedience to God even when it defied human logic or cultural expectations. These weren't
religious rituals or good deeds done to impress others — they were costly demonstrations of trust in God.

The Conclusion: Dead Faith Cannot Save (James 2:26)

Discussion — Discussion

James concludes with a vivid metaphor in verse 26: “For as the body apart from the spirit is
Q12 dead, so also faith apart from works is dead.” Why is this comparison so powerful? What does
itteach us about the relationship between faith and works?

LEADER NOTE: The body and spirit are so intimately connected that separating them results in death.
You can't have a living body without a spirit, and you can't have an observable spirit without a body.
Similarly, faith and works are inseparable in genuine Christianity — you can't have living faith without
works, and works without faith are just empty religious activity. This isn't saying works give life to faith (the
spirit gives life to the body, not vice versa) — rather, works are the evidence that faith is alive, just as
breathing is evidence that a body is alive. A corpse might look like a person, but it has no life. Professed
faith without works might look like Christianity, but it has no saving power.

Application: how does this passage challenge the idea that we can “accept Jesus as Savior”
Q13 but not necessarily “make Him Lord”? Can someone be genuinely saved without any
transformation in how they live?




LEADER NOTE: James would say no — a “faith” that produces zero change is not saving faith. This doesn't
mean perfect obedience or never struggling with sin; it means there's a trajectory of change, a pattern of
growth, evidence that the Holy Spirit is at work. The question isn't “Have you prayed a prayer?” but “Is
your faith alive?” A living thing grows, responds, and changes. We should be concerned about anyone
who claims to be a Christian but whose life is utterly indistinguishable from an unbeliever's life in terms of
values, priorities, character, and behavior.

Theological Deep Dive: James and Paul

Discussion — Discussion

Some people worry that emphasizing works will lead to legalism or rob people of assurance.
Q14 Others worry that emphasizing faith alone will lead to easy-believism and false security. How
do we maintain the biblical balance?

LEADER NOTE: Both errors are real dangers. Legalism says, “You're saved by faith, but you maintain
salvation by works.” Easy-believism says, “You're saved by faith, so works don't matter.” The biblical
balance: you're saved by faith alone, but saving faith transforms the heart and produces works. Works
don't save you, but they do show that you're saved. For assurance: don't look primarily to a past decision
or a prayer you prayed. Look for present evidence of God's work in your life — a growing love for Christ,
hunger for His Word, conviction of sin, desire for holiness, love for others. The presence of struggle and
imperfection doesn't mean you're not saved. But the complete absence of change, growth, or spiritual
fruit should cause serious concern. We should give both comfort (to those who fear they're not doing
enough) and warning (to those who presume on grace without transformation).

James's whole argument is designed to make us examine ourselves. Based on this passage,
Q15 what are some evidences of living faith? What does a faith that's alive actually look like in daily
life?

LEADER NOTE: Help the group generate a list that might include: obedience to God's Word even when it's
costly; love expressed in practical action, not just words; generosity and concern for others in need;
changed priorities and values from pre-Christian life; growing hatred of sin and love for righteousness;
perseverance through trials with trust in God; willingness to sacrifice for kingdom purposes; fruit of the
Spirit increasingly evident; changed speech, relationships, use of time and money. Important
clarification: this isn't a checklist for earning salvation — it's evidence that salvation has occurred. These
aren't requirements; they're results.

What's the danger of examining ourselves too little? What's the danger of examining ourselves
too much? How do we avoid both extremes?

Q16

LEADER NOTE: Too little self-examination: we may deceive ourselves (Matthew 7:21-23), presume on
grace, have false assurance. Too much self-examination: we may become paralyzed with doubt, trust in
our works instead of Christ, lose joy and peace. The balance: regularly examine your life for fruit (2
Corinthians 13:5), but place your confidence in Christ's finished work, not your own performance. If
examination reveals areas of consistent, unrepentant sin or complete absence of spiritual fruit, address it
seriously. If it reveals struggle and growth, be encouraged that God is at work.




James uses the example of seeing a brother or sister in physical need (v.15-16). What are some
modern equivalents — practical, tangible ways we can demonstrate that our faith is alive?

Q17

LEADER NOTE: Encourage specific, practical examples: financial generosity toward those in need, both
in the church and beyond; hospitality, especially toward those who can't repay; serving in children's
ministry, worship, or other church ministries; caring for elderly or sick church members; mentoring
younger believers; standing up for righteousness in the workplace or community even at personal cost;
forgiving those who've wronged us; sharing the gospel with unbelievers; managing our resources, time,
and talents as stewards rather than owners.

If someone followed you around for a week and watched your life without hearing you speak
Q18 about your faith, what evidence would they see that your faith is genuine and alive? What
evidence might be missing?

Is there someone in your life right now who has a specific need — and you're offering them
Q19 pious words but no practical help? What would it look like to demonstrate your faith through
action this week?

Final Reflection: The Heart of the Matter

Discussion — Discussion

Given everything we've discussed today, complete this sentence: “The main thing James wants

Q20 me to understand about faith and works is...”

LEADER NOTE: Let several people share. Listen for whether they've grasped the central point: genuine
saving faith necessarily and naturally produces works. Faith and works aren't in competition; they're
inseparable.

How does this passage actually give us assurance rather than taking it away? How does it free
us rather than burden us?

Q21

LEADER NOTE: /t gives assurance by providing objective evidence to look for — we don't have to wonder
“Am | really saved?”, we can look for fruit. It frees us from hypocrisy and nominalism — the exhausting
work of maintaining a Christian facade while having no power. It frees us to live authentically, knowing
that God's transforming work in us is real and will produce real fruit. It protects us from false assurance
based on a one-time decision or mere intellectual agreement. It points us to a living, vibrant faith
relationship with Christ, not just religious observance.

Closing Application

Personal Reflection (2-3 minutes of silence)

e Dol have merely intellectual belief, or do | have living faith that trusts and obeys?



e What fruit of genuine faith is evident in my life?
e What areas of professed faith without corresponding action do | need to address?

e |sthere someone God is calling me to help in practical ways this week?

CLOSING PRAYER — pray for the group, asking God to:

e Reveal any areas where faith has become merely intellectual assent

e Strengthen genuine faith that is already producing fruit

e Grant courage to obey even when obedience is costly

e Open eyes to see needs around us and open hearts to respond

e Give assurance to those who struggle but are truly seeking to follow Christ

e Grant conviction to any who may have false assurance

Additional Study & Personal Journaling

Read Romans 3-4 and Ephesians 2:1-10 for Paul's teaching on faith and works. Study Hebrews 11 for
examples of faith in action throughout biblical history. Reflect on 1 John (especially 2:3-6, 3:17-18) for John's
perspective on how we know we truly know God.

Questions for Personal Journaling

e What works have resulted from my faith in the past year? What does this tell me about the vitality of my
faith?

* Arethere areas where I've substituted religious words for genuine action?
e Iflwere put on trial for being a Christian, would there be enough evidence to convict me?

e How canl ensure my good works flow from faith in Christ rather than an attempt to earn His favor?

Leader Notes: Handling Difficult Responses

If someone expresses doubt about their salvation
e Don't brush off their concern, but don't immediately affirm their worst fears either

e Askquestions: “What makes you concerned? Is there evidence of God working in your life, even if
imperfect?”

e Pointto the gospel: our confidence is in Christ's work, not our own
e Encourage them to examine fruit over time, not perfection in the moment

e Suggest meeting one-on-one or with a pastor for deeper conversation

If someone seems to have false assurance

e Don't publicly challenge their salvation, but don't affirm presumption either

e Ask probing questions about the reality of their relationship with Christ



e Emphasize that transformation is evidence of regeneration

Invite them to seriously consider whether their faith is living or dead

Make the gospel clear: true faith involves repentance and submission, not just intellectual agreement

If someone becomes defensive about their works

e Clarify that this passage isn't about earning salvation but about evidence of salvation
¢ Remind them that all our works are tainted with sin; we're always dependent on grace
e Helpthem see works as joy and privilege, not burden and obligation

e Point back to the gospel of grace

If someone falls into despair about not doing enough

* Remind them that salvation is by grace through faith, not by works

e Helpthem distinguish between struggling with sin (normal) and living in unrepentant sin (concerning)
e Encourage them that God is patient and works progressively in our sanctification

e Direct them to the assurance passages in Scripture (Romans 8:1; 1 John 1:9; John 10:28-29)

Key Cross-References for James 2:14-26

Ephesians 2:8-10 Saved by grace through faith, created for good works.

Titus 3:4-8 Saved by mercy, zealous for good works.

1John 2:3-6/ 3:17-18 We know we know Him if we keep His commandments; love in deed and truth.
Matthew 7:15-20 Atreeis known by its fruit.

2 Peter 1:3-11/2 Make your calling and election sure; examine yourselves.

Corinthians 13:5

Romans 3:21-28 / 4:1-5 | Justified by faith apart from works of the law; Abraham believed God.
/5:1

Galatians 2:16 Not justified by works of the law but through faith in Christ.




