
Step-by-Step: Practical Living from the Book of James 
Take the Step of Faith 

James 2:14-26 
 

Intro: I am really enjoying our summer journey through the book of James. 
With each passing week, we take another step in practical living. Last week, 
my dear friend and your former pastor, Eddie Cole, brought a great message 
to us, and today we continue that journey in James 2:14-26. To set up our 
text today, I want to talk to you about a fruit tree. 
 

Show Fruit Tree Picture: The life of a tree is determined in its roots. We 
focus on the fruit because that’s our desired outcome, but the fruit of a tree 
is the natural result of healthy, well-watered, well-grounded roots. The same 
is true for people. Our roots determine our fruit! Jesus explains… 
 

“So, every healthy tree bears good fruit, but the diseased tree bears bad fruit. A 
healthy tree cannot bear bad fruit, nor can a diseased tree bear good fruit. 
Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down & thrown into the fire. Thus 
you will recognize them by their fruits.” Matthew 7:17-20 
 

Trans: Today, we will look at James’ explanation of roots & fruit in a person’s 
life. He will show that faith is the root of our life and that works are the fruit. 
 

M. Idea: Saving Faith is a Transformational Faith 
 

Text: “What good is it, my brothers, if someone says he has faith but does not have 
works? Can that faith save him? If a brother or sister is poorly clothed & lacking in 
daily food, & one of you says to them, ‘Go in peace, be warmed & filled,’ without 
giving them the things needed for the body, what good is that? So also faith by itself, 
if it does not have works, is dead. But someone will say, ‘You have faith & I have 
works.’ Show me your faith apart from your works, & I will show you my faith by 
my works. You believe that God is one; you do well. Even the demons believe - & 
shudder! Do you want to be shown, you foolish person, that faith apart from works 
is useless? Was not Abraham our father justified by works when he offered up his 
son Isaac on the altar? You see that faith was active along with his works, & faith 
was completed by his works; & the Scripture was fulfilled that says, ‘Abraham 
believed God, & it was counted to him as righteousness’ - & he was called a friend 
of God. You see that a person is justified by works & not by faith alone. And in the 
same way was not also Rahab the prostitute justified by works when she received 
the messengers & sent them out by another way? For as the body apart from the 
spirit is dead, so also faith apart from works is dead.” James 2:14-26 
 

M. Idea: Saving Faith is a Transformational Faith 
 

Prop: Two Observations on Transformational Faith from James 2:14-26 
 

I. Faith Failures- “What good is it, my brothers, if someone says he 
has faith but does not have works? Can that faith save him? If a 
brother or sister is poorly clothed & lacking in daily food, & one of you 
says to them, ‘Go in peace, be warmed & filled,’ without giving them 
the things needed for the body, what good is that? So also faith by 
itself, if it does not have works, is dead.” vs. 14-17 

 

Exp: James begins by talking about the fruit of saving faith: works! The 
illustration he uses is an intensely practical one: a brother/sister in need. 

Context: The original recipients of James’ letter were persecuted followers of 
Jesus who had come from Jewish backgrounds. In their communities, there 
were those who were very poor, losing everything for Jesus. And, tragically, 
their needs were going unmet because the believers who had the means to 
help were only offering empty platitudes & sentiments. 
 

Ill: An old preacher came across a friend whose horse had been accidentally 
killed. There was a crowd gathered around the horse expressing empty words 
of sympathy. One man was more vocal than the rest, offering sentiments of 
concern and sorrow. The preacher took off his hat, walked over to the loud 
mourner and said, “I’m sorry $10 dollars. How much sorry are you?” 
 

App: James is not claiming that a mistake in this area gets you booted from 
God’s kingdom. No, he is saying that saving faith in Jesus will bear fruit of 
works, or it is, quite literally, a dead faith. 
 

“But if anyone has the world’s goods & sees his brother in need, yet closes his 
heart against him, how does God’s love abide in him? Little children, let us not 
love in word or talk but in deed & in truth.” 1 John 3:17-18 
 

“Any declaration of faith that does not result in a changed life & good works is 
a false declaration.” Warren Wiersbe 
 

M. Idea: Saving Faith is a Transformational Faith 
 

Tr: 2 Observations on Transformational Faith from James 2… Faith Failures 
 

II. Faith Builders – “But someone will say, ‘You have faith & I have 
works.’ Show me your faith apart from your works, & I will show you 
my faith by my works. You believe that God is one; you do well. Even 
the demons believe - & shudder! Do you want to be shown, you foolish 
person, that faith apart from works is useless? Was not Abraham our 
father justified by works when he offered up his son Isaac on the 
altar? You see that faith was active along with his works, & faith was 
completed by his works; & the Scripture was fulfilled that says, 
‘Abraham believed God, & it was counted to him as righteousness’ - & 
he was called a friend of God. You see that a person is justified by 
works & not by faith alone. And in the same way was not also Rahab 
the prostitute justified by works when she received the messengers & 
sent them out by another way? For as the body apart from the spirit is 
dead, so also faith apart from works is dead.” vs. 18-26 

 

Exp: These verses appear to contradict other verses written by the Apostle 
Paul in your Bible. However, Paul & James are not disagreeing with one 
another about the nature of salvation and Christian living; they are merely 
showing you two sides of the same coin. 
 

Declaration: “Therefore, since we have been justified by faith, we have peace 
with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.” Romans 5:1 
 

Demonstration: “You see that a person is justified by works, & not by faith 
alone.” James 2:24 
 

“It is faith alone that justifies, but faith that justifies can never be alone.” John 
Calvin 



Quarter Pic: You must see this concept of ‘justification’ like you look at a 
quarter. When Paul sees justification, he sees the root/cause/foundation of 
justification as completely by faith! In Paul’s writings, justification is a legal 
term that means ‘declared righteous’. When James looks at justification, he 
sees the fruit/result/evidence of justification as demonstrated by works of 
righteousness.  In James’ writings, justification is a persuasive term that 
means “proof of righteousness.” Both are correct & necessary truths! 
 

“For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own 
doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast. For 
we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God 
prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.” Ephesians 2:8-10 
 

M. Idea: Saving Faith is a Transformational Faith 
 

Two Types of People: James could not have chosen two more different 
people to illustrate his point than Abraham (Jewish patriarch/hero) & Rahab 
(Gentile prostitute). But both exercised faith that was proven by their works. 
And both are commended in the scriptures for their Transformational Faith! 
 

Tr: 2 Observations on Transformational Faith: Faith Failures & Builders 
 

Conc: I am preaching to two types of people today, as well. One group 
constantly feels inadequate to be saved, incapable of being loved & unworthy 
of God’s gifts. That’s why you are working so hard to gain God’s approval 
through giving, volunteering & discipline. And you hear this message as, 
“Yep, I’m not working hard enough. God is not yet pleased with me. Better get 
back to work & try harder!” And that’s tragic, because God’s love for you is 
not dependent on your performance for him.  
 

There’s another group of people who have embraced some very bad theology. 
You’ve prayed the sinner’s prayer, probably been baptized and feel completely 
secure in your relationship to God because you have checked those boxes of 
faith. However, you don’t love your neighbor, you don’t generously give, 
you’re not walking faithfully with Jesus day by day and James is plainly 
telling you that your faith is dead! It can’t save you, it won’t change you & it 
really is no faith at all. 
 

M. Idea: Saving Faith is a Transformational Faith 
 

“It was Sunday morning in Duckland, & all the ducks dutifully came to church, 
waddling through the doors & down the aisle into their pews where they 
comfortably squatted. When all were well-settled, & the hymns were sung, the 
duck minister waddled to his pulpit, opened the duck Bible & read: ‘DUCKS! 
You have wings & with wings you can fly like eagles. You can soar into the 
sky! Use your wings!’ It was a marvelous, elevating duck scripture, & all the 
ducks quacked their assent with a hearty, ‘Amen!’ – and then they plopped 
down from there pews and waddled on home.” Soren Kierkegaard  
 

Inv: In Christ, you can be more than a duck who quacks approval at a 
principle & misses the point. You can have saving faith & live out 
transformational faith in your daily life for the glory of God! Now it’s time to 
actually do it! 
 

Reflection & Response & SMALL GROUP QUESTION 
Sources & Further Reading Opportunities: 

• Tyndale Bible Dictionary – Elwell & Comfort (2001) 
• New American Commentary: James – Kurt Richardson (1996) 
• Shoe Leather Christianity – Johnny M. Hunt (2014) 
• Holman NT Commentary: Hebrews & James – Max Anders (1999) 
• The Book of James – Johnny M Hunt (2003) 
• James: Faith that Works – R. Kent Hughes (2013) 
• Exploring the Epistle of James – John Phillips (2003) 
• Be Mature – Warren Wiersbe (2010)  
• Swindoll’s Living Insights: James, 1&2 Peter – Chuck Swindoll (2014) 
• MacArthur’s NT Commentary: James – John MacArthur (1998) 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	


