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The Necessary Fruit of Justifying Faith:  

Exegesis of James 2:14-26 
 

Evan May 
 

Contrasted with Pauline doctrine and cited in the arguments of Roman Catholics, 
Mormons, and other groups against justification by faith alone, James 2:14-26 has faced 
difficulty being received on its own merits. Nevertheless, it contains essential Christian theology 
on the nature and expression of faith. It challenges those who understand belief to be a mere 
acknowledgement or assent of certain truths, and it presents a sobering call to the life of faith that 
James describes, with all of its ethical and communal implications. 

 
 

Text and Translation 

14 Τί τὸ ὄφελος, ἀδελφοί μου, ἐὰν πίστιν λέγῃ τις ἔχειν, ἔργα δὲ μὴ ἔχῃ; μὴ δύναται 

ἡ πίστις σῶσαι αὐτόν; 15 ἐὰν ἀδελφὸς ἢ ἀδελφὴ γυμνοὶ ὑπάρχωσιν καὶ λειπόμενοι τῆς 

ἐφημέρου τροφῆς, 16 εἴπῃ δέ τις αὐτοῖς ἐξ ὑμῶν, Ὑπάγετε ἐν εἰρήνῃ, θερμαίνεσθε καὶ 

χορτάζεσθε, μὴ δῶτε δὲ αὐτοῖς τὰ ἐπιτήδεια τοῦ σώματος, τί τὸ ὄφελος; 17 οὕτως καὶ ἡ πίστις, 

ἐὰν μὴ ἔχῃ ἔργα, νεκρά ἐστιν καθ’ ἑαυτήν.  

18 Ἀλλ’ ἐρεῖ τις, Σὺ πίστιν ἔχεις κἀγὼ ἔργα ἔχω. δεῖξόν μοι τὴν πίστιν σου χωρὶς τῶν 

ἔργων, κἀγώ σοι δείξω ἐκ τῶν ἔργων μου τὴν πίστιν. 19 σὺ πιστεύεις ὅτι εἷς ἐστιν ὁ θεός;1 

καλῶς ποιεῖς· καὶ τὰ δαιμόνια πιστεύουσιν καὶ φρίσσουσιν.  

20 θέλεις δὲ γνῶναι, ὦ ἄνθρωπε κενέ, ὅτι ἡ πίστις χωρὶς τῶν ἔργων ἀργή ἐστιν; 21 

Ἀβραὰμ ὁ πατὴρ ἡμῶν οὐκ ἐξ ἔργων ἐδικαιώθη, ἀνενέγκας Ἰσαὰκ τὸν υἱὸν αὐτοῦ ἐπὶ τὸ 

θυσιαστήριον; 22 βλέπεις ὅτι ἡ πίστις συνήργει τοῖς ἔργοις αὐτοῦ καὶ ἐκ τῶν ἔργων ἡ πίστις 

ἐτελειώθη, 23 καὶ ἐπληρώθη ἡ γραφὴ ἡ λέγουσα, Ἐπίστευσεν δὲ Ἀβραὰμ τῷ θεῷ, καὶ ἐλογίσθη 

αὐτῷ εἰς δικαιοσύνην, καὶ φίλος θεοῦ ἐκλήθη. 24 ὁρᾶτε ὅτι ἐξ ἔργων δικαιοῦται ἄνθρωπος καὶ 

οὐκ ἐκ πίστεως μόνον. 25 ὁμοίως δὲ καὶ Ῥαὰβ ἡ πόρνη οὐκ ἐξ ἔργων ἐδικαιώθη, ὑποδεξαμένη 

τοὺς ἀγγέλους καὶ ἑτέρᾳ ὁδῷ ἐκβαλοῦσα; 26 ὥσπερ γὰρ τὸ σῶμα χωρὶς πνεύματος νεκρόν ἐστιν, 

οὕτως καὶ ἡ πίστις χωρὶς ἔργων νεκρά ἐστιν.2 
  

                                                 

1 This reading follows î74 א A vg syrP copsa,bo containing the definite article modifying θεός (rendered 
as the formula for Jewish orthodox belief in God’s unity, “God is one”). Others omit ὁ and express simple 
monotheism, “There is one God” (so B), while the article finds its way into two other readings (εἷς ὁ θεός ἐστιν in C 
syrh etc.; ὁ θεός εἷς ἐστιν in TR). See Ralph Martin, James, WBC, eds. David A. Hubbard and GlennW. Barker 
(Dallas: Word Publishing, 1988), 77. 

2 Text adapted from the Nestle-Aland 27th Edition: Novem Testamentum Graece (Stuttgart: Deutsche 
Bibelgesellschaft, 1993), with footnoted adjustments.  
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14 What gain is it, my brothers and sisters3, if someone claims to have faith but does 
not have works? That kind of faith4 cannot save him, can it? 15 If a brother or sister is naked and 
lacking in daily food, 16 and one of you says to them, “Go in peace, be warmed and filled,” but 
you do not give to them the needs of the body, what use is that? 17 So also this faith, if it does 
not have works, is dead by itself.  

18 But someone will say to me, “You have faith and I have works.”  Show me this 
faith of yours without works, and I will show you my faith by my works.5 19 Do you believe that 
God is one?6 You do well; even the demons believe—and shudder.  

20 But do you want to know, O empty man, that faith without works does not work? 
21 Was not Abraham our father justified by works, having offered up his son Isaac on the altar? 
22 You see, faith was working with his works, and that faith was completed by works, 23 and the 
Scripture was fulfilled that says, “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as 
righteousness,”  and he was called a friend of God. 24 You see that a person is justified by works 
and not by lonely faith.7 25 Likewise, was not even Rahab the prostitute justified by works, 
having welcomed the messengers and having sent them out by another way? 26 For just as the 
body without the spirit is dead, so also this kind of faith without works is dead.  

 
Phrasing and Expository Outline 

Semantic Function 
 

2:14 

Rhetorical Q.  

Condition 

Contrast 

Phrasing 
 

 

Τί τὸ ὄφελος, ἀδελφοί μου,  

ἐὰν πίστιν λέγῃ τις ἔχειν, 

ἔργα δὲ μὴ ἔχῃ;  

                                                 

3 James’s use of ἀδελφοί is generic, and it is expanded in v. 15 with the phrase ἀδελφὸς ἢ ἀδελφὴ. 

4 James utilizes the anaphoric definite article in verses 14, 17, 18, 20, and 26 to refer to a kind of 
truncated faith that exists in the realm of words but not deeds. It is clear that James views this as a less than genuine 
faith, highlighted with his use of the complementary infinite: λέγῃ τις ἔχειν. This person claims to have faith, but his 
actions indicate that his claim should not be taken at face value.  On the anaphoric use of the article here, see Daniel 
Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1997), 219. 

5 There is dispute about where the quotation ends and James’s response begins. Since the command to 
“show” faith seems to summarize the point James is making in this section, it is best to consider his reply as 
beginning there. His point is that faith and works are not alternative options (as the anticipated objection assumes, v. 
18a). Rather, faith necessarily includes a demonstration by works. His opponent is unable to show faith apart from 
works (v. 18b), while James is able to show faith by means of his works (v. 18c). For a discussion of the options, see 
Craig L. Blomberg and Mariam J. Kamell, Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament: James, ed. Clinton E. 
Arnold (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2008), 132-134. 

6 This rendering follows the punctuation of the NA27, which takes the sentence as a question. It could 
also be rendered as a declarative: “You believe that God is one.” 

7 Taking µόνον as an accusative of manner, meaning “faith that is alone” or “lonely faith.” 
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Rhetorical Q. (Neg.) 

 

2:15 

Illustration 

 

 

Expansion 

 

Contrast 

Rhetorical Q.  
 
2:17 

Conclusion 

Condition 

 

2:18 

Anticipated Objection 

Response 

Contrast 

Means 

 

2:19 

Rhetorical Q. 

Concession 

Comparison 

Expansion 

 

2:20 

Rhetorical Q. 

Summary 

 

2:21 

Example 1:  

Rhetorical Q. (Pos.) 

Means 

Basis 

 

2:22 

Inference 

μὴ δύναται ἡ πίστις σῶσαι αὐτόν;  

 

 

ἐὰν ἀδελφὸς ἢ ἀδελφὴ γυμνοὶ ὑπάρχωσιν καὶ λειπόμενοι τῆς 

ἐφημέρου τροφῆς,  

 

εἴπῃ δέ τις αὐτοῖς ἐξ ὑμῶν, Ὑπάγετε ἐν εἰρήνῃ, θερμαίνεσθε καὶ 

χορτάζεσθε,  

μὴ δῶτε δὲ αὐτοῖς τὰ ἐπιτήδεια τοῦ σώματος,  

τί τὸ ὄφελος;  

 

 

οὕτως καὶ ἡ πίστις…νεκρά ἐστιν καθ’ ἑαυτήν.  

ἐὰν μὴ ἔχῃ ἔργα, 

 

 

Ἀλλ’ ἐρεῖ τις, Σὺ πίστιν ἔχεις κἀγὼ ἔργα ἔχω.  

δεῖξόν μοι τὴν πίστιν σου χωρὶς τῶν ἔργων, 

 κἀγώ σοι δείξω…μου τὴν πίστιν.  

ἐκ τῶν ἔργων 

 

 

σὺ πιστεύεις ὅτι εἷς θεός ἐστιν; 

καλῶς ποιεῖς·  

καὶ τὰ δαιμόνια πιστεύουσιν  

καὶ φρίσσουσιν.  

 

 

θέλεις δὲ γνῶναι, ὦ ἄνθρωπε κενέ,  

ὅτι ἡ πίστις χωρὶς τῶν ἔργων ἀργή ἐστιν;  

 

 

 

Ἀβραὰμ ὁ πατὴρ ἡμῶν οὐκ…ἐδικαιώθη,  

ἐξ ἔργων 

ἀνενέγκας Ἰσαὰκ τὸν υἱὸν αὐτοῦ ἐπὶ τὸ 

θυσιαστήριον; 

 

βλέπεις ὅτι ἡ πίστις συνήργει τοῖς ἔργοις αὐτοῦ  
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Expansion 

Means 

 

2:23 

Verification 

Citation 

Result 

Expansion 

 

2:24 

Conclusion 

Means 

Contrast (Means) 

 

2:25 

Example 2:  

Rhetorical Q. (Pos.) 

Means 

Basis 

 

2:26 

Conclusion (Illustration)  

Comparison 

καὶ…ἡ πίστις ἐτελειώθη,  

ἐκ τῶν ἔργων 

 

 

καὶ ἐπληρώθη ἡ γραφὴ ἡ λέγουσα,  

Ἐπίστευσεν δὲ Ἀβραὰμ τῷ θεῷ,  

καὶ ἐλογίσθη αὐτῷ εἰς δικαιοσύνην, 

καὶ φίλος θεοῦ ἐκλήθη.  

 

 

ὁρᾶτε ὅτι…δικαιοῦται ἄνθρωπος  

ἐξ ἔργων 

καὶ οὐκ ἐκ πίστεως μόνον.  

 

 

 

ὁμοίως δὲ καὶ Ῥαὰβ ἡ πόρνη οὐκ…ἐδικαιώθη,  

ἐξ ἔργων 

ὑποδεξαμένη τοὺς ἀγγέλους  

καὶ ἑτέρᾳ ὁδῷ ἐκβαλοῦσα;  

 

ὥσπερ γὰρ τὸ σῶμα χωρὶς πνεύματος νεκρόν ἐστιν,  

οὕτως καὶ ἡ πίστις χωρὶς ἔργων νεκρά ἐστιν  
 

 
 

Expository Outline: 

 

1. Faith without works does not save (v. 14-17) 
a. Merely claiming to have faith is insufficient (v. 14) 
b. Words without deeds are incomplete and ineffective (v. 15-16) 
c. Likewise, faith existing in the realm of speech alone is lifeless (v. 17) 

 

2. Faith is demonstrated by works (v. 18-20) 
a. Faith and works are not alternative options (v. 18a) 
b. Faith is shown by means of works (v. 18b-c) 
c. Mere profession of faith is insufficient (v. 19) 

i. To confess the Shema is commendable but not complete 
ii. Even the demons “believe” and shudder  

d. Faith without works “does not work” (v. 20) 
 

3. Examples of justifying faith (v. 21-25) 
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a. Abraham was “justified by works” (v. 21-23) 
i. Abraham’s faith was completed by his works (v. 22) 

ii. Abraham believed God and it was credited to him as righteousness (v. 23) 
b. Rahab the prostitute was “justified by works” (v. 25) 

 

4. Conclusion (v. 24, 26) 
 

Literary Context 

While the structure and flow of James’s letter8 is not always clear, it is far from the 
loosely strung together paranetic pieces some have assumed.9 There is a thematic thread that ties 
together James’s material, and the development from one subject to the next seems to be 
topically driven. James’s concern from beginning to end is that his readers demonstrate faith in 

action. He begins his letter with the Christian’s faith-filled response to suffering and concludes 
with the prayer of faith. Visible, tangible, ethical faith—this is the goal that each exhortation 
targets.  

James opens by encouraging his readers to respond with joy to the variety of trials 
that they encounter, since such trials are intended by God to test their faith (1:2-4). The function 
of this testing is to produce maturity, and God has tremendous promises for those who remain 
steadfast under trial (1:12). James clarifies that in the midst of testing, God is never the one who 
tempts his people (temptations come from their own sinful desires, 1:13-15). Rather, God gives 
good and perfect gifts to his children, and he has brought them forth with intentionality and is 
working his purposes in them (1:18). James writes to help these believers fulfill this purpose.  

James instructs that true religion is not a matter of hearing God’s Word only but of 
putting it into practice (1:22-25). A believer must be a “doer who acts” (ποιητὴς ἔργου, 1:25), 
and this action is portrayed as bridling the tongue, caring for widows and orphans, and remaining 
undefiled by the world system (1:26-27). He continues this theme by addressing the sin of 
partiality as a failure to love one’s neighbor and fulfill the law (2:1-13). Believers are both to 
speak and to act as those who will be judged under the law of liberty (2:12).  

James will return to the subject of faithful speech, calling for a taming of the tongue 
(3:1-12) and rebuking those who boast about tomorrow (4:13-17). But first he addresses those 
who use their speech to make a claim of faith (2:14) that is unaccompanied by the action he has 
been encouraging.  

 
Paragraph Analysis 

James’s argument in this section from its introduction (v. 14) to conclusion (v. 26) is 
that a purported faith that is not attended by works is not a true, living faith. As such, it fails to be 

                                                 

8 Keener labels the genre of James as a “letter-essay,” a formal letter (in this case lacking a closing) 
presenting a message to a general audience. He notes that writers such as Seneca and Pliny used literary epistles of 
this sort. (Craig Keener, The IVP Background Commentary: New Testament [Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 
1993], 687). 

9 So Martin Dibelius, Commentary on the Epistle of James, rev. H. Greeven, Hermeneia (Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, 1976), 1-7. 



6 
 

a justifying faith, the kind of faith that is able to save (v. 14). James illustrates this point, 
responds to anticipated objections, and then provides biblical examples of the type of fruitful 
faith that he is directing his readers toward.  

The translation supplied above divides the text into three paragraphs (that happen to 
follow the paragraph division of the NA

27). In verses 14-17, James introduces his proposition that 
faith, unaccompanied by action, is dead. He compares the effectiveness of such a faith-claim to 
the well-wishing of someone who is unwilling to help those in need, besides sharing a few words 
that do not remedy the situation. In the second paragraph (v. 18-19), he considers the response 
that presents faith and works as alternative options. He replies by challenging his interlocutor to 
demonstrate faith without deeds (assuming this is impossible since faith necessarily produces 
appropriate fruit), while citing his ability to display faith through action. He also performs a 
reductio ad absurdum against the position that empty faith is sufficient by noting that even the 
demons are believers, if this is the way that “believers” are to be defined. Finally (v. 20-25), he 
enlists Old Testament saints such as Abraham (the Father of Faith) and the counterintuitive 
Rahab to illustrate the nature of justifying faith. His choice of individuals serves not only to 
exemplify faith but to teach the doctrinal point that a person is “justified by works.” He 
concludes by comparing faith without works to a body without the spirit; both are to be 
considered as good as dead (v. 26). 

 
Verse Analysis 

James opens with a rhetorical question (v. 14), followed by a second, which assumes 
a negative answer (µὴ). The definite article in the second question modifying πίστις indicates a 
reference to the faith defined by the previous clause;10 a faith-claim unaccompanied by works is 
not able to save. James is not questioning the sufficiency of faith to save but the ability of this 

purported faith to save. He is contrasting this with the kind of faith he has been presenting in his 
letter, a faith that is matured by trials (1:4) and results in care for the needy (1:27). It is this latter 
point that he develops in his illustration in the next pair of verses (v. 15-16).11 A faith that exists 
only in the realm of words (λέγῃ τις ἔχειν) is no better than a compassion and provision that exist 
only in the realm of speech (εἴπῃ δέ τις). In neither case is the intended effect accomplished. This 
is not only an illustration of his principle but an application of his point, reminding his readers 
that the life of faith means love for the neighbor (2:8). Since such love is a summary of the royal 
law, it is the necessary fruit of Christian belief. Whatever lacks this has the characteristics of 
death (v. 17).  

James raises a potential objection (with the adversative Ἀλλ’ ἐρεῖ τις): “You have 
faith; I have works” (v. 18). Since the individual engaged here is later called a “foolish person” 
(ὦ ἄνθρωπε κενέ, v. 20), the statement raised in verse 18 should not be viewed as a summary of 
James’s own point but as antithetical to it. Because this person is in need of evidence in order to 
be persuaded that faith without deeds is useless (v. 20), apparently the interlocutor was 
comfortable with separating the two. It seems that the idea reflects a position that considers faith 

                                                 

10 See note 4 above.  

11 James parallels the scenario in v. 15 with the situation described in v. 14 by framing both as third-
class conditionals (ἐὰν + subjunctive).  
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and works as alternative options; if a Christian has one then the other is unnecessary.12 
Obviously, this is precisely the opposite of James’s teaching here. Accordingly, James 
challenges his objector to show his faith, and to do so without the means of action.13 Since, James 
argues, this is impossible to do, it follows that they are necessarily connected. On the other hand, 
James is able to demonstrate the vitality of his faith by means of his works. Nevertheless, he 
considers for the sake of argument the idea that belief “by itself” (καθ’ ἑαυτήν, v. 17) is 
sufficient. If this were the case, then the demons themselves should be considered “believers,” 
since they acknowledge the orthodox position of monotheism and even shudder in recognition of 
its truth (v. 19).14 Because no one is willing to accept this conclusion, James argues that the 
premise is demonstrated to be false; doctrinal assent is a necessary but insufficient condition for 
salvation.15 

James transitions to supply Scriptural evidence for his position.16 He references the 
examples of Abraham and Rahab, both introduced by a question expecting a positive answer—
yes, these famous Old Testament characters were both justified by works (οὐκ ἐξ ἔργων 
ἐδικαιώθη, v. 21, 25). Taking ἀνενέγκας as a causal aorist participle, Abraham was justified 
because he offered Isaac on the altar (see Gen. 22:1-18). However, James provides an 
explanation (βλέπεις) of what he means: Abraham’s faith was co-working (συνήργει) along with 
his works, so that his faith was completed by works. James employs the verbal form here 
(τελειόω) of the word he uses (τέλειος) when he says that trials serve to mature faith (1:4). It was 
Abraham’s actions that fulfilled the goal of his faith, and so to complete it. According to James, 
the living faith that saves is tested by fire and proved in obedience.  

James then cites Genesis 15:6 that Abraham believed God and it was reckoned to him 
as righteousness. In its original setting, this statement provided by the biblical narrator follows 
God’s promise to Abraham to make his offspring as numerable as the stars. Abraham expressed 
faith in the promise, even though at the time he was childless (Gen. 15:2). The καὶ that begins 
verse 23 and introduces the Scriptural citation establishes continuity with James’s previous point 
that Abraham was justified by works when he offered Isaac on the altar, but this scenario has yet 
to happen when Abraham is declared to be righteous.  Abraham’s work, then, is not to be seen as 
the basis for the righteousness that is reckoned to him, but as its expression. Taken with James’s 

                                                 

12 Cf. A.K.M Adam, James: A Handbook on the Greek Text (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2013), 
52-53. 

13 On the notoriously difficult problem of distinguishing the objector’s statements from James’s own 
reply, see note 5 above.  

14 James uses the cognate verb (πιστεύω, reappearing in v. 23) in connection with his topical noun 
(πίστις).  

15 Peter H. Davids, 125. Carson notes, “James is not arguing that works must be added to some such 
‘faith’ as the demons have; his argument, rather, is that genuine faith is demonstrated in the works” (D.A. Carson, 
“James,” Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament, ed. G.K. Beale and D.A. Carson [Grand 
Rapids: Baker Book House Company, 2007], 1003). 

16 James argues that the one who is “willing to recognize” (NASB) the truth of his position will be 
persuaded by the evidence. He formulates his proposition with a play on words: “this kind of faith without works 
does not work” (ἡ πίστις χωρὶς τῶν ἔργων ἀργή ἐστιν). 
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comment that Abraham’s faith fulfilled its purpose when he offered Isaac, the point is that this 
faith, through which his righteous status was received, was the kind of faith that acted 
accordingly in Genesis 22.17 And so Abraham, graciously reckoned as righteous before God and 
responding with faith (Gen. 15) and action (Gen. 22) to the unimaginable promise of God, was 
called “a friend of God” (v. 23, possibly alluding to 2 Chron. 20:7; Is. 41:8; 51:2). 

James’s Scriptural citation serves as verification for his principle that “a person is 
justified by works and not by faith alone” (v. 24). Obviously, James is employing the term 
δικαιόω in a way distinct from Pauline usage18 (see the word study below). In light of his 
injunction to his interlocutor to demonstrate faith (δεῖξόν µοι τὴν πίστιν σου) and his instruction 
that Abraham’s faith was evidenced in his offering of Isaac, here the word means something 
along the lines of “show to be righteous.”19 Abraham’s “justification by works,” then, does not 
indicate that his righteous status had a meritorious basis, but that his faith-claim was justified 
(demonstrated) by his action.20 Such a demonstration is, in its very nature, by works and not by a 
lonely faith. This is why James enlists Abraham in the evidence for his argument that “faith apart 
from works is useless” (v. 20).21 

James’s use of the Old Testament extends to include Rahab, who, “in the same way” 
(ὁµοίως) that he has described, was justified by works. James’s use of the adverbial intensive καί 
indicates that this character he mentions is counterintuitive: “even Rahab the prostitute” was 
shown to be righteous by her works. No one escapes the need for such faith-filled action, and no 
one is beyond its reach.22 Put another way, if even Rahab the prostitute required works to 
correspond to her faith in order for it to be seen as genuine, the hypothetical individual in verse 
14 who claims to have faith but lacks works is evidently mistaken. And so James concludes this 
section of his letter with a final illustration, comparing faith without works to the body apart 

                                                 

17 James “argues that faith is the ultimate cause of the works that justify Abraham. They ‘complete’ the 
faith in the fashion already described. It is true that James reads Gen. 22 back into Gen. 15:6. However, he does so 
not to demonstrate that Abraham’s faith is particularly virtuous or is in itself a righteous deed but rather to argue that 
that faith was completed in the obedience of the Aqedah” (Carson, 1004-05). 

18 Following the work of Jeremias (“Paul and James,” Expository Times 66, no. 12 [September 1, 
1955]: 368-371) and others, Rakestraw argues for a dinstinction in Pauline and Jacobine terminology according to 
their different concerns: Robert V. Rakestraw, “James 2:14-26 : Does James Contradict the Pauline Soteriology?” 
Criswell Theological Review 1 (September 1, 1986): 31-50. 

19 Martin writes that “a mainly demonstrative sense lies behind δικαιουv” (92). 

20 “James dealt with an experience of Abraham long after God had declared him righteous because of 
his faith. He was showing, therefore, not that Abraham gained a right relationship with God through works, but that 
his willingness to express his faith through obedience justified his claim to faith” (R.E. Glaze, Jr., “The Relationship 
of Faith to Works in James 1:22-5 and 2:14-26,” Theological Educator no. 34 [September 1, 1986], 41). 

21 For a helpful discussion of James’s teaching in the context of a Biblical doctrine of justification, see 
James R. White, The God Who Justifies: The Doctrine of Justification (Bloomington: Bethany House Publishers, 
2001), 329-354. 

22 “So alongside the famous and celebrated ancestor of the Jewish people, a man, ‘the friend of God,’ 
he places an obscure Gentile woman of low moral character. Thus he implies that anyone is capable of acting on his 
or her faith—whether a patriarch or a prostitute” (Douglas J. Moo, The Letter of James, PNTC [Grand Rapids: Wm. 
B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2000], 143). 



9 
 

from the spirit. Such faith is dead. It is not faith. To draw on another metaphor, true faith is a root 
that necessarily produces the fruit of moral action; when the fruit is not present, the root is dead.  

 
Theme 

James’s central idea in 2:14-26 could be summarized with this proposition statement: 
Genuine, saving faith necessarily generates real moral transformation in the life of every 

believer. It is clear that James has a category for what today would be labeled false conversion. 
Individuals may claim faith, but if their faith does not produce the kind of faithful living he has 
been directing his readers toward throughout his letter, such a faith-claim is not credible. It is not 
the faith of Abraham or Rahab; it is, however, frighteningly similar to the faith of demons. 
James, then, warns his readers of nominalism while exhorting them to obedience.  

 
Word Studies: Πίστις, Ἔργον, ∆ικαιόω 

Words studies are beneficial to exegesis because they provide the semantic range of a 
given term, either over the course of its evolutionary history (diachronically) or through its 
usages in a variety of contemporaneous contexts (synchronically). The exegete must resist both 
the fallacy of “illegitimate totality transfer” as well as the temptation to simply choose the 
preferred lexical listing that fits with the reader’s presupposed theology. Nevertheless, there must 
be a working methodological relationship between a word’s supplied lexical “meaning” (on the 
basis of broader inductive analysis) and its contribution to the text at hand when properly 
understood. The three terms below are chosen because of their significance in this passage 
(πίστις 11x, ἔργον 12x, δικαιόω 3x) and because they appear in the Pauline literature in a way 
that on the surface seems to contradict James (see James 2:24 and Romans 3:28; 4:5).23 What 
follows is not an exhaustive treatment of their usage but a quick summary of the important data.  

 
Πίστις. BDAG’s entry lists the definition for πίστις under three headings: 1) that 

which evokes trust and faith, 2) the state of believing on the basis of the reliability of the one 
trusted, and 3) that which is believed.24 Thus, the meanings range from the subjective to the 
objective elements of “faith.” Obviously James is referring to the belief that is held by the 
individual rather than “the faith” objectively speaking. In the New Testament, God is the object 
of faith (Mark 11:22), as is Christ (Rom. 3:22), but often the object is not explicitly mentioned. 
In such cases πίστις serves as a marker of piety and devotion, that which distinguishes a 
Christian (Luke 18:8; Rom. 1:5). It is a Christian virtue (1 Thess. 3:6), a conviction or doctrinal 
assent, (Rom. 14:22), and is defined by Hebrews 11:1 as the assurance of what is hoped for but 

                                                 

23 For a word-study approach to reconciling James and Paul that draws on these three terms, see C. 
Ryan Jenkins, “Faith and Works in Paul and James,” Bibliotheca Sacra 159, no. 633 (January 1, 2002), 65-67. 
Simply to line up the words used by these two authors and declare a contradiction between their propositions is to 
commit the fallacy of equivocation. 

24 BDAG, 818-820. The paragraph that follows summaries the entry, while drawing on other sources. 
For a detailed philological discussion of the πιστ* word-group in Hellenistic literature, see Rudolf Bultmann and 
Artur Weiser, “πιστεύω κτλ.,” Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed Gerhard Friedrich and Gerhard 
Kittle, trans. Geoffrey Bromily (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), VI 174-96. 
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unseen. Obviously, this is a sampling of the usage of πίστις, not a conclusion that all of these 
theological ideas are present whenever it shows up in a passage. The primary distinction between 
how Paul typically discusses faith and the way that James uses the term here is that while Paul 
generally describes faith in a way that assumes it is genuine, James distinguishes faith-claims 
from living faith (attended by ἔργα), but he uses the word πίστις to refer to both.25 

 
Ἔργον. Ἔργον can refer to what is displayed in an action of some kind, what one 

does as a regular activity or occupation, as well as that which is produced by work.26 As action, it 
serves to contrast other concepts, such as rest vs. work (Heb. 4:3-4), word vs. deed (Luke 24:19; 
Col. 3:17), and James’s differentiation between a “doer who acts” and the forgetful hearer (1:25). 
In moral terms, ἔργα are deeds performed that are either good or bad (Luke 11:48; 1 Cor. 5:2). 
Positively, Christians are to pursue the deeds that God desires (Titus 3:5), which are the deeds 
that go with faith and repentance (Acts 26:20). More specifically, ἔργα can refer to the works of 
the Law, either as a moral expression of God’s will (Rom. 2:15), or as the specific works that the 
Mosaic Law commands (Rom. 2:25). Commentator’s typically contrast James’s and Paul’s use 
of ἔργον, claiming that while James is referring to deeds of charity, Paul means specifically the 
distinguishing marks of the Mosaic covenant (such as circumcision, dietary restrictions, etc.).27 
Moo, however, has pointed out that this is not only a truncation of James but also an unwarranted 
restriction of Pauline language.28 Ἔργα in both James and Paul, then, seem to refer to “good 
works” done to please God, which Paul excludes as the basis for justification (while maintaining 
them as the goal of salvation, Eph. 2:10) and James contends are necessary for vital faith.  

 
∆ικαιόω. The word may have a declarative or a demonstrative force, but never means 

“to make one innately righteous.”29 In Paul, justification as a theological construct is the 
declaration that a sinner is righteous, on the basis of the righteousness wrought by Jesus Christ 
(Rom. 3:26, 30; 4:5; 8:30, etc.). ∆ικαιόω may also have a less technical meaning, along the lines 
of “to vindicate” or “to demonstrate as just.” It carries this demonstrative sense in Matt. 11:19; 
Luke 7:35; Rom. 3:4; 1 Tim. 3:16, among others.30 The exegesis above argues that it is with this 
meaning that James employs the term. Alternatively, Moo argues for an eschatological 

                                                 

25 Jenkins, 65; Rakestraw, 36; Davids, 49. 

26 BDAG, 390-391. 

27 See the discussion in Rakestraw (37-38), who lists Jeremias and Davids as proponents of a version of 
this view, with which he takes issue. This is also the general understanding among the New Perspective on Paul of 
the “works” that Paul excludes from justification.  

28 Moo, 101-102. Cf. Rakestraw, 38 and Douglas J. Moo, “‘Law,’ ‘Works of the Law,’ and Legalism in 
Paul,” Westminster Theological Journal 45, no. 1 (March 1, 1983): 73-100. 

29 Jenkins, 67. 

30 BDAG, 249. David Maxwell also cites evidence from Clement of Rome in support of this 
distinction. He argues that “δικοαόω carries its forensic meaning when the contrast is between works and faith, 
while it carries its demonstrative meaning when the contrast is between works and words” (“Justified by Works and 
Not by Faith Alone: Reconciling Paul and James.” Concordia Journal 33, no. 4 [October 1, 2007]: 375-378). 
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understanding of justification in James 2, as the ultimate declaration of a person’s righteousness, 
equivalent to the Pauline concept of “judgment.”31  

 
Conclusion 

For James, good works are the necessary fruit of the faith that justifies. They are 
required for the demonstration of righteousness, and without them a purported faith is, in fact, no 
faith at all. James’s text is not only a warning against such faith but also a positive exhortation to 
“show” faith through a life of conformity to God’s royal law, expressed principally in worship 
toward God and love toward neighbor.  

                                                 

31 Moo, James, 109-111. 
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