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 James 2:14 reads, “What doth it profit, my brethren, though a man say he hath faith, and 

have not works?  Can faith save him?” 

 James 2:14 opens the seventh paragraph of this epistle with two rhetorical questions that 

are intended to be answered with a negative response.  As such, these two rhetorical questions 

introduce and establish the contextual setting for the rest of the paragraph.  Even so, in providing 

pastoral counsel for a spiritually mature walk in the believer’s life, the primary concept of this 

paragraph, as introduced and established by verse 14, is to confront those who make a claim of 

walking in faith and fellowship with the Lord, yet who lack the accompaniment of godly works 

in their daily living. 

 Already we have considered the contextual meaning of four key words that are doctrinally 

significant for the teaching of this paragraph.  Three of these four key words are first introduced 

in James 2:14.  They are the words “faith,” “works,” and “save.”  In the first place, we have learned 

that in this context the word “works” refers to the works of obedience unto God’s Holy Word; even 

as James 1:25 reveals, saying, “But whoso looketh into the perfect law of liberty, and continueth 

therein, he being not a forgetful hearer, but a doer of the work [that is – a doer of the work of 

obedience unto God’s Word], this man shall be blessed in his deed.”  In the second place, we 

have learned that in this context the word “save” refers to the deliverance of our inner character as 

believers from the corruption of our selfish flesh; even as James 1:21 reveals, saying, “Wherefore 

lay apart all filthiness and superfluity of naughtiness, and receive with meekness the engrafted 

word [that is – the truth of God’s Word which is implanted in the believer through the indwelling 

Holy Spirit], which is able to save [to deliver] your souls [that is – the inner character of the 

believer].”  In the third place, we have learned that in this context the word “faith” refers, not to our 

saving faith in Christ for eternal salvation, but to our living faith in the Lord for our daily walk.   

 At the beginning of the previous paragraph, James 2:1 delivered the prohibition, “My brethren, 

have not the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory, with respect of persons.”  Therein 

we believers are cautioned and commanded against ever attempting to join the ungodly practice 

of showing partiality with our daily walk of faith in the Lord.  Even so, paragraph focused our 

attention upon our daily walk of faith in the Lord and its relationship with our daily interaction 

with those around us through godly love.  Now, James 2:14 broadens the matter by focusing our 

attention upon our daily walk of faith in the Lord and its relationship with our daily works of 

obedience unto all the requirements of God’s Word. 

 Grammatically, the two rhetorical questions of James 2:14 can be divided into five parts. 

First, there is the primary question for personal consideration – “What doth it profit?”  Second, 

there is the direct address of loving concern – “My brethren.”  Third, there is the hypothetical case 

of spiritual claim – “Though a man say he hath faith.”  Fourth, there is the spiritual reality of empty 

conduct  – “And have not works.”  Finally, there is the secondary question of direct challenge – “Can 

faith save him?” 

 



I. The Personal Consideration. 

 James 2:14 delivers two rhetorical questions, with the first being significantly longer, 

including a hypothetical case, and with the second being much shorter, being built upon the 

foundation of the first.  Yet within the structure of the first and longer question, the primary 

inquiry itself encompasses only the first four words of the verse – “What doth it profit?”  

With this emphatic inquiry James under the inspiration of God the Holy Spirit sought to 

correct a false perspective of the daily Christian walk, and thereby to correct a false principle 

that was corrupting the character and conduct of believer’s lives.  This false perspective 

and principle was that a position of emotional and/or doctrinal faith was spiritually 

sufficient for the believer’s daily walk with the Lord, and that a pursuit of obedient and 

godly works was not spiritually necessary.  Indeed, the issue of corruption and for correction 

concerned the matter of a living faith versus a dead faith in relation to the believer’s daily 

walk with the Lord. 

 Furthermore, by beginning abruptly with the inquiry, James through the inspiration of God 

the Holy Spirit sought to involve us in a personal and thoughtful consideration of the matter 

at hand.  Yea, this question is intended (both by James and even more by the Holy Spirit) to 

move our hearts and minds unto a consideration over how profitable it is to claim a faithful 

walk of faith, but to have no accompanying works of obedience.  Yet this question is not 

intended to move us simply unto an intellectual consideration, from a theoretical perspective.  

Rather, this question is intended to move us seriously unto a spiritual consideration, from a 

personal perspective.  It is intended to move us unto a serious, spiritual consideration of our 

own personal walk of faith with the Lord.  This is the reason that the hypothetical case of 

the verse is presented in such general terms, in order that we might place ourselves personally 

within the question.  So then, viewing the question and the case personally, we each might 

view the question as follows – What does it profit me as a believer, though I say that I have 

faith, yet I have not works?  Indeed, what specific, spiritual profit is to be found for us in such a 

case?  What specific, spiritual profit is to be found for combatting our flesh, for victory over 

temptation, for walking with the Lord, for growth unto maturity, for pleasing and glorifying 

the Lord?  Let us consider the matter personally and carefully. 

II. The Loving Concern. 

 Having asked the primary question at the beginning of the verse, James does not immediately 

proceed to the hypothetical case.  Before expressing that hypothetical case, he inserts the 

direct address, “My brethren.”  Just as James has done earlier in the epistle, when he has had to 

present a warning or corrective, so he does again in relation to this corrective.  He employs 

this direct address in order to express his loving concern for his fellow brethren in God’s 

eternal family.  Indeed, with this direct address he expressed his loving concern that they 

might be guarded from the false perspective that he combats, and that they might be guided 

unto a faithful walk with the Lord in righteousness and spiritual maturity.  Furthermore, with 

this direct address he expressed his loving concern that they might join with him in 

considering and understanding the truth of this matter concerning the relationship of faith 

and works in the daily walk of the believer.  In order to lead them unto the truth, James was 

certainly willing to be forceful in confrontation and correction, in reproof and rebuke.  Yet 

his forcefulness was ever motivated by a loving concerning for them as believers and by a 

loving burden for their spiritual growth and faithful walk. 



III. The Hypothetical Case. 

 Having presented the primary question for their personal consideration, and having expressed 

his loving concern for their spiritual walk, James now presents the hypothetical case that he 

desires for them to consider – “Though a man say he hath faith.”  Herein the hypothetical 

case is presented in very general terms in order that we all might consider ourselves in the 

place of this individual believer.  Furthermore, it is presented in such general terms in order 

that we focus our attention and consideration, not upon the individual in the case, but upon 

the spiritual reality of the case.  Indeed, the spiritual reality of this case specifically concerns 

our walk of faith as believers.  Herein is a believer, any possible believer, who verbally 

says that he possesses a faithful walk of faith with the Lord.  Indeed, this hypothetical 

believer is one who regularly and repeatedly makes this claim about his daily walk.  Yet there 

is no indication that this believer is being purposefully hypocritical in his claim.  Rather, there 

is every indication that he sincerely believes the claim that he is making about his daily walk.  

Yea, he genuinely believes that his claim is true, that he has a faithful walk of faith with the 

Lord.  Yet in the presentation of this hypothetical case, the emphasis is not placed upon the 

spiritual reality of this believer’s walk of faith.  Rather, the emphasis is placed upon his 

sincere claim to a walk of faith.  This is what he says about himself with all sincerity.   

IV. The Empty Conduct. 

 Yet how can it be discerned if this hypothetical believer’s claim to a faithful walk of faith is 

not simply sincere, but also spiritually true?  Faith itself is a matter of the heart; therefore, it 

is not publicly observable.  However, there is a Biblical test for a believer’s claim to a faithful 

walk of faith.  That test is revealed with the second half of the hypothetical in James 2:14 – 

“And have not works.”  Indeed, this believer consistently and sincerely claims that he has a 

faithful walk of faith with the Lord; yet it obvious unto all that he does not have a faithful 

practice of godly and obedient works.  This hypothetical believer does not himself say that 

he does not have a faithful practice of works.  Yet in the hypothetical case it is obvious unto all 

that he does not.  Indeed, this believer readily claims to have a walk of faith with the Lord; 

but there is nothing in his daily living to reveal that his claim is true.  He lacks the works of 

obedience that would provide evidence for his claim unto a walk of faith.  As such, he has 

substituted the words of faith for the works of faith.  He possesses a faith that he declares, 

but not a faith that he demonstrates; and in the hypothetical case this believer is quite satisfied 

with his situation.  He believes that his words of emotional and doctrinal faith are sufficient 

to please the Lord, although his daily walk lacks the evidence of obedience and godliness.  

Yet although this case is presented as a general hypothetical, its reality is not at all rare among 

believers.  Indeed, this case is far too common in believer’s lives, which is the very reason that 

James, with loving concern, challenges us to consider the matter personally in relation to 

our own personal walk of faith with the Lord. 

 So then, what are these works that this believer lacks in his daily walk, but that he should 

have had as evidence for his claim of a walk in faith?  Already we have noted from the 

context of James 1:25 that these works are the works of obedience unto God’s Holy Word.  

They are the works of righteous and godly behavior that is obedient to God’s Word and that 

is pleasing in God’s sight.  Considering that which James has already taught in the epistle 

under the inspiration of God the Holy Spirit, these works would include patient joy in trials 

(1:2-4), unwavering trust in prayer (1:5-8), unselfish longsuffering in relationships (1:19-20), 



submitted continuance in God’s Word (1:21-25), loving compassion for the needy (1:27), 

separated purity from the world (1:27), and godly love toward others (2:1-13).  Yet this 

hypothetical believer, although claimed to have a walk of faith, did possess these works of 

faith.  Indeed, he was more like those of James 1:23-24, a hearer of the Word, but not a doer of 

the Word.  He was more like those of James 1:26, a believer who seemed religious, but who 

did not bridle his tongue, or “visit the fatherless and widows in their affliction,” or “keep 

himself unspotted from the world.” 

V. The Direct Challenge. 

 Having presented the hypothetical case for our personal consideration, James 2:14 concludes 

with a second rhetorical question – “Can faith save him?”  This question presents a very direct 

challenge concerning the hypothetical case, and it brings us back to the original question of 

the verse – “What doth it profit?”  In the context of this verse, the faith of this concluding 

question is not simply faith in general.  Rather, it is the faith of the hypothetical believer, a 

faith that declares its daily existence, but that does not demonstrate its daily existence, a 

verbal claim to a walk of faith without the evidence of the works of faith.  Can just such a 

verbal-only faith save such a believer?  Indeed, what does such a verbal-only faith profit 

such a believer?  The structure of the original Greek clearly reveals that the answer for these 

rhetorical questions is intended to be from the negative perspective.  No, such a verbal-only 

faith cannot profit and cannot save such a believer.   

 Yet in what way does a believer need his daily walk of faith to save him and to profit him?  

He needs his daily walk of faith with the Lord spiritually to deliver him from the corruption 

of his own selfish, sinful flesh.  He needs his daily walk of faith with the Lord spiritually to 

profit him unto victory over temptation and unto growth in maturity.  However, a verbal-only 

faith without the obedient works of faith cannot deliver or profit in these ways.  Such a 

verbal-only faith is spiritually unprofitable, spiritually powerless, spiritually worthless for 

these things.  Indeed, such a verbal-only faith is no true walk of faith with the Lord at all.  

It is all words without any spiritual substance and life.  It is not a living walk of faith with 

the Lord.  Rather, it is a dead faith that can produce no spiritual profit in the believer’s 

heart and life unto the glory of the Lord.  “Even so faith, if it hath not works, is dead, being 

alone.” (James 2:17)  A living walk of faith with the Lord certainly demonstrates itself in 

daily works of obedience and godliness specifically because it is a living walk of faith.  On 

the other hand, a verbal-only faith without obedient works is no more a truly living walk of 

faith with the Lord than a corpse without the spirit is a truly living person.  “For as the 

body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is dead also.” (James 2:26)   

 Therefore, we are brought back to the personal consideration of the opening question.  Yea, 

we are brought back to the place where we must consider our own walk of faith with the 

Lord.  Is that walk of faith a true, living, working, obedient faith?  Or, is that walk of faith 

just a false, dead, verbal-only, worthless claim to faith?  Every believer in God’s Word who 

lived a life of faith that honored and pleased the Lord did so by actively performing the 

works of obedience before the Lord.  So then, let us examine ourselves personally in this 

matter.  Are we hearers of the word and claimers of faith only?  Or, are we doers of the 

work of the Word and demonstrators of our living faith also?  Certainly, we must abide in 

Christ and walk in the Spirit through faith.  Yet such an abiding and walking will certainly 

bring forth the holy, godly, righteous fruit of the Spirit in our daily walk. 


