
A FAITH WHICH DOESN’T WORK 
James 2:14-17 

MAIN IDEA:  A faith which doesn’t produce good works is of no profit.   3/26/17 
 

An Overview of the Book of James: 
Ø Pressing Problems for the Believer’s Concern (James 1:1-18) 
Ø Practical Principles for the Believer’s Conduct (James 1:19-4:18) 

o Concerning Obedience (1:19-27) 
o Concerning Partiality (2:1-13) 
o Concerning Good Works (2:14-26) 

ü The uselessness of inoperative faith (2:14-17) 
ü The barrenness of intellectual faith (2:18-20) 
ü The evidence of saving faith (2:21-26) 

 

“Faith without works is dead” (Jas. 2:17, 20, 26) . . . True saving faith produces good works. 
 

How James Makes His Point (Jas. 2:14-17): 
v Two general __________ (2:14) 
v A specific __________ (2:15-16) 
v A general __________ (2:17) 

 
I.   WHAT AN INOPERATIVE FAITH ___________ (James 2:14a) 

There is a great ___________ between what one says and what one does.   
A.  What he ___________:  that he has ______ 
B.  What he ___________:  a lack of ______    
    

II.   WHAT AN INOPERATIVE FAITH ___________ (James 2:14b-16)  
There is a great __________ in the results of this kind of faith.   
A.  It doesn’t profit the ____ that has it (Jas. 2:14b).       

Ø He says he has ______. 
Ø He doesn’t have true ______ faith.   
Ø This kind of faith is not able to _____ him.   

ü Correct translation: “Can _____ faith save him?” 
ü Implied answer:  ___ 

Ø This doesn’t __________ salvation by faith alone (cp. Acts 16:31; Eph. 
2:8-9).  No contradiction between Paul and James concerning this truth: 

ü Two different kinds of ______:  Paul—true _______ faith in Christ; 
James—an __________ faith which falls short of being saving faith 

ü Two different kinds of ______:  Paul—deeds of an _________ done 
to _____ salvation; James—deeds of a _________ done as outward 
________ of salvation 

B.  It doesn’t profit _______ (James 2:15-16).       
Ø There is a clear _________ of the need of the other person (2:15).   

ü There was a need for _________:  he was _____. 
ü There was a need for ______:  he was ________. 

Ø There is an inadequate _________ to the need of the other person (2:16).  
ü He _____   ________ (cp. I Sam. 1:17; 20:42; II Sam. 15:9; Mark 5:34; 

Luke 7:50; 8:48; Acts 16:36). 
ü He _____   ________ (cp. I John 3:17-18).   Four cautions in application: 

o You cannot possibly meet the needs of __________ that you see. 
o You may not be able to help someone because your own physical  

________ and _____ are limited (cp. I John 3:17). 
o You should not help those who are too ____ to work (cp. II Thess. 3:10).   



o You will not _______ meet the needs that you should meet (cp. Prov. 
3:27-28).   

 
III.   WHAT AN INOPERATIVE FAITH ________ (James 2:17)  

There is a great __________ of the nature of this kind of faith (cp. Jas. 2:20, 26).   
A.  If faith does not produce ______, then it is _____ (not true saving faith). 
 “We are saved by ______ alone, but not by a faith that is _____.” 
B.  There will be ______ in the life of the true believer (of some kind, to some 

degree).    
 
o Don’t misunderstand the ________ of true saving faith—we are saved by grace through faith alone.  
o Don’t misunderstand the _____ of true saving faith—saving faith will be evidenced by good works. 
o Don’t misunderstand the ______ of inoperative faith—such faith is dead and brings no profit.   
 
 

QUESTIONS TO PONDER AND DISCUSS: 
o How would you define “inoperative” faith?  How would you contrast this kind of faith with 

true saving faith? 
o As you examine your own life, what kind of faith do you have?  What fruit have you seen in 

your life that demonstrates that it is true saving faith? 
o How do you explain the declaration: “We are saved by faith alone, but not by a faith that is 

alone”? 
o How do you reconcile what Paul says about being saved by grace through faith alone and 

what James about faith without works being dead?  Is there a contradiction? 
o How does the illustration given by James in verses 15-16 demonstrate the proper 

relationship between faith and works?  Does this mean that one who is truly saved will 
always meet every need that he/she saves? 

o Does this passage mean that the true believer will always manifest good works in his life at 
all times?  Are there ever times in a believer’s life when works would be lacking?  How do 
you relate this passage to differing degrees of fruit-bearing as in Jesus’ parable (Matt. 13:8, 
23) and in Jesus’ teaching (John 15:1-8)? 

o How would you explain James’ statement that “faith without works is dead”?  How can you 
know that this is the key concept in the extended context (Jas. 2:14-26)? 

o How do you differentiate between works as the “means” of salvation and works as the 
“evidence” of salvation?  Which one is James emphasizing in this passage?   
 

STUDY QUESTIONS FOR NEXT WEEK: 
 Study James 2:18-20. 

o What does verse 18 mean?  How does it relate to the context of faith without works being 
dead? 

o What is meant by an “intellectual” faith?  How does verse 19 present this kind of faith?  Is 
this faith true saving faith?  What does verse 19 declare that proves that this is not a faith 
that results in salvation? 

o Is believing in the existence of God enough to save someone, according to verse 19?  What 
are the elements of true saving faith?  Is merely knowing the facts of salvation enough to 
save someone? 

o How does this kind of “intellectual” faith compare to the “inoperative” faith of verses 14-17?  
How are they similar?  Could it be the same faith from two different aspects? 

o How does the repetition of faith without works being dead (verse 20) show the connection to 
the previous context (2:14-17) and to the context to follow (2:21-26)?   

o What is the conclusion concerning this kind of “intellectual” faith (verse 20)? 
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o Concerning Obedience (1:19-27) 
o Concerning Partiality (2:1-13) 
o Concerning Good Works (2:14-26) 

ü The uselessness of inoperative faith (2:14-17) 
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“Faith without works is dead” (Jas. 2:17, 20, 26) . . . True saving faith produces good works. 
 

How James Makes His Point (Jas. 2:14-17): 
v Two general questions (2:14) 
v A specific illustration (2:15-16) 
v A general principle (2:17) 

 
I.   WHAT AN INOPERATIVE FAITH PRACTICES (James 2:14a) 

There is a great difference between what one says and what one does.   
A.  What he professes:  that he has faith 
B.  What he practices:  a lack of works    
   

II.   WHAT AN INOPERATIVE FAITH PRODUCES (James 2:14b-16)  
There is a great deficiency in the results of this kind of faith.   
A.  It doesn’t profit the one that has it (Jas. 2:14b).       

Ø He says he has faith. 
Ø He doesn’t have true saving faith.   
Ø This kind of faith is not able to save him.   

ü Correct translation: “Can that faith save him?” 
ü Implied answer:  no 

Ø This doesn’t contradict salvation by faith alone (cp. Acts 16:31; Eph. 2:8-
9).  No contradiction between Paul and James concerning this truth: 

ü Two different kinds of faith:  Paul—true saving faith in Christ; James—
an inoperative faith which falls short of being saving faith 

ü Two different kinds of works:  Paul—deeds of an unbeliever done 
to earn salvation; James—deeds of a believer done as outward evidence 
of salvation 

B.  It doesn’t profit others (James 2:15-16).       
Ø There is a clear recognition of the need of the other person (2:15).   

ü There was a need for clothing:  he was cold. 
ü There was a need for food:  he was hungry. 

Ø There is an inadequate response to the need of the other person (2:16).  
ü He said something (cp. I Sam. 1:17; 20:42; II Sam. 15:9; Mark 5:34; Luke 

7:50; 8:48; Acts 16:36). 
ü He did nothing (cp. I John 3:17-18).   Four cautions in application: 

o You cannot possibly meet the needs of everyone that you see. 
o You may not be able to help someone because your own physical 

resources and time are limited (cp. I John 3:17). 
o You should not help those who are too lazy to work (cp. II Thess. 3:10).   



o You will not always meet the needs that you should meet (cp. Prov. 3:27-
28).   

 
III.   WHAT AN INOPERATIVE FAITH PROVES (James 2:17)  

There is a great diagnosis of the nature of this kind of faith (cp. Jas. 2:20, 26).   
A.  If faith does not produce works, then it is dead (not true saving faith). 
 “We are saved by faith alone, but not by a faith that is alone.” 
B.  There will be fruit in the life of the true believer (of some kind, to some 

degree).    
 
o Don’t misunderstand the necessity of true saving faith—we are saved by grace through faith alone 
o Don’t misunderstand the nature of true saving faith—saving faith will be evidenced by good works 
o Don’t misunderstand the nature of inoperative faith—such faith is dead and brings no profit.   
 
 

QUESTIONS TO PONDER AND DISCUSS: 
o How would you define “inoperative” faith?  How would you contrast this kind of faith with 

true saving faith? 
o As you examine your own life, what kind of faith do you have?  What fruit have you seen in 

your life that demonstrates that it is true saving faith? 
o How do you explain the declaration: “We are saved by faith alone, but not by a faith that is 

alone”? 
o How do you reconcile what Paul says about being saved by grace through faith alone and 

what James about faith without works being dead?  Is there a contradiction? 
o How does the illustration given by James in verses 15-16 demonstrate the proper 

relationship between faith and works?  Does this mean that one who is truly saved will 
always meet every need that he/she saves? 

o Does this passage mean that the true believer will always manifest good works in his life at 
all times?  Are there ever times in a believer’s life when works would be lacking?  How do 
you relate this passage to differing degrees of fruit-bearing as in Jesus’ parable (Matt. 13:8, 
23) and in Jesus’ teaching (John 15:1-8)? 

o How would you explain James’ statement that “faith without works is dead”?  How can you 
know that this is the key concept in the extended context (Jas. 2:14-26)? 

o How do you differentiate between works as the “means” of salvation and works as the 
“evidence” of salvation?  Which one is James emphasizing in this passage?   
 

STUDY QUESTIONS FOR NEXT WEEK: 
 Study James 2:18-20. 

o What does verse 18 mean?  How does it relate to the context of faith without works being 
dead? 

o What is meant by an “intellectual” faith?  How does verse 19 present this kind of faith?  Is 
this faith true saving faith?  What does verse 19 declare that proves that this is not a faith 
that results in salvation? 

o Is believing in the existence of God enough to save someone, according to verse 19?  What 
are the elements of true saving faith?  Is merely knowing the facts of salvation enough to 
save someone? 

o How does this kind of “intellectual” faith compare to the “inoperative” faith of verses 14-17?  
How are they similar?  Could it be the same faith from two different aspects? 

o How does the repetition of faith without works being dead (verse 20) show the connection to 
the previous context (2:14-17) and to the context to follow (2:21-26)?   

o What is the conclusion concerning this kind of “intellectual” faith (verse 20)? 
 
 
 
 


