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Faith and Works 

James 2:14-26 
 
 

For centuries Christians have wrestled with the apparent contradiction between James and Paul. Are 
salvation and justification by faith alone (Rom 3:28, 4:5, Eph 2:8-9), or are works required (James 
2:14,24)? The key is to recognize that Paul and James were talking about different things. Paul tells 
us how to be saved from the penalty of sin and how to be declared righteous by God: by grace alone 
through faith alone in Christ alone. James, in contrast, tells us how, already saved from hell, we save 
ourselves from loss of reward at the Judgment Seat of Christ and from a useless life on earth, and 
how we demonstrate to the world that we are, indeed, righteous: by following faith with good 
works. James 2 doesn't undermine our assurance of salvation; it convicts us to get busy doing good 
works! 

 
Turn to James 2.  This will be HEAVY, so we will have a Q&A after this sermon. 

- In ministry for 12 years – I have fielded lots of questions – I notice that certain ones keep popping up 
o Top of the list: What do we do with James 2:14-26? 

 
Read James 2:14 

- simple question: “Can faith without good works save a person?” 
- implies simple answer, “NO!” 

o Greek – question worded such that it demands a negative answer 
- Spends the rest of the chapter proving that answer 

 
Presents a serious problem for us, right?!  

- Rest of New Testament is dedicated to proposition that eternal life comes by faith alone 
o Ephesians 2:8-9 

For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; 
not as a result of works, so that no one may boast.  

o Romans 4:5 
But to the one who does not work, but believes in Him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is 
credited as righteousness  

- Seems like James and Paul are directly contradicting one another! 
- Even more explicit when you compare 

o James 2:24 
You see that a man is justified by works and not by faith alone. 

o Romans 3:28 
For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from works of the Law. 

- Looks like a direct contradiction! 
o Often listed by Atheists to prove the Bible is unreliable 

 
What do we do with this?! How do we reconcile Paul and James? 
 
3 Most Common Answers: 

- Official Roman Catholic Answer...  
Works required to gain eternal life 
o not all Roman Catholics believe this 



o Paul and James are each only addressing half of salvation 
o So James 2 – works required to gain eternal life 

 
- Arminian Answer – One branch of Protestant church – includes Methodists … 

Works required to keep eternal life 
o Like all protestants, believe eternal life is by faith alone 
o BUT without works, you’ll lose it – end up in hell 
o So James 2 – works required to keep eternal life 

 
- Reformed / Calvinist Answer – Protestants – Presbyterians, some Lutherans, many Baptists and 

independent churches 
Works required to prove eternal life  
o Agree with Arminians:  

� eternal life is by faith alone 
� but must follow with works or end up in hell 

o BUT they don’t believe you can lose your salvation – eternal security 
o SO, leads them to the conclusion, if you don’t have good works, then you are proving that you 

were actually never saved to begin with.  
� God gets what God wants – you will work 

o Cliché: “We are saved by faith alone, but the faith that saves is not alone.”  
� Faith comes with works or it wasn’t real – lying or deceiving yourself 

 
Those are the 3 most common ways to reconcile James and Paul... 
 
And I think all of them are incorrect! 

- I think all 3 miss the point of James 2 
- And as a result, all 3 end up clouding the gospel of grace 

 
- C.S. Lewis, Question: “What sets Christianity apart from all other religions?” Answer: “Grace” 

o Grace means to get something good you don’t deserve 
o Core of biblical Christianity 
o Core of the GOSPEL 

� we deserve wrath but Jesus died for our sins and rose from the dead conquering death 
and now God offers us eternal life as an absolutely free gift to all who will simply believe 

- But that message of grace gets clouded by all 3 views 
o Roman Catholics clouds it at the front – faith & works must cooperate to save us 
o Arminian & Reformed also cloud it – add works in the back door 
o Clouds the gospel of Grace  
o Two examples from popular Reformed writers... 

� John Piper & Francis Chan 
• I respect these men – have learned much from them – godly – love & 

respect them 
• But godly people can disagree! And on this we do... 

� John Piper examples 
Agree:  “justification is by grace alone (not mixed with our merit), through faith alone 

(not mixed with our works), on the basis of Christ alone (not mingling His righteousness 
with ours), to the glory of God alone (not ours).” 
from When I Don’t Desire God  



Disagree:  “These are just some of the conditions that the New Testament says we 
must meet in order to inherit final salvation. We must believe on Jesus and receive him 
and turn from our sin and obey him and humble ourselves like little children and love 
him more than we love our family, our possessions or our own life. This is what it means 
to be converted to Christ. This alone is the way of everlasting life.” 
from Desiring God  

� Francis Chan examples 
Agree:  “Put your faith in Him. Accept the incredible gift of the cross, where Jesus took 

upon Himself the punishment we deserve and gives to us the life, healing, and 
redemption that come only through grace.” 
from Erasing Hell  

Disagree:  “Put simply, failing to help the poor could damn you to hell.” 
from Erasing Hell 

Disagree:  “As I see it, a lukewarm Christian is an oxymoron; there’s no such thing. To 
put it plainly, churchgoers who are ‘lukewarm’ are not Christians.  We will not see them 
in heaven.” 
from Crazy Love  

 
Both men compromise the clarity of the gospel because of their understanding of James 2.  

- They have to add works back in 
 
That’s the unavoidable result of all 3 views 

- faith is really not enough to get to heaven 
- you must add works to earn, keep, or prove eternal life 
- otherwise, you end up in hell 
- And the clarity of the gospel of grace is lost 

 
Fortunately, we’re not limited to these 3 interpretations of James 2! 
There’s a 4th view – better theologically, more accurate understand of James’ point 
 
According to 4th view: all other views made the same interpretive mistake: They didn’t define their words 
accurately 

What does the word “crack” mean? Sidewalk, Houston’s 9th ward, baseball game, plumber 
 
Words have different meanings in different contexts – can’t just assume a definition 
 

That’s the fundamental mistake the first 3 views made: assumed inaccurate definitions 
 
Like that key word in v14... “save” 

- assumption of all 3 views: = “deliverance from hell” 
- basic meaning 
- range of meaning 

“save” – to rescue, to deliver 
• from penalty of sin (hell) 
• from power of sin 
• from presence of sin 
• from loss of reward when judged by Jesus 
• from imprisonment 
• from enemies 
• from sickness 
• from physical death 



- illustrate illness and death in James 5 
James 5:15 
...the prayer offered in faith will restore (“save”) the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up.... 
 
James 5:20 
...he who turns a sinner from the error of his way will save his soul (“life”) from death and will cover a 
multitude of sins.  

 
So, can’t assume a meaning – must decide from context 
 
Two clues from context to help us define “save” in James 2:14... 
 
1) Audience 

- read 1:2-3 
- read 2:1 
- Most eye-opening: notice what’s missing from James... the gospel!! 

o If he really thinks they may not be saved, irresponsible of him! 
- James is writing to genuine believers 

 
2) Previous verses 

- read 2:12-13 
- what comes right before – no verse divisions or paragraphs 
- so, most natural answer to this question... “save from merciless judgment” 
- BUT what is this judgment? 

o Piper and Chan: about deciding heaven or hell 
o I disagree for 3 reasons: 

� (1) if it’s about heaven & hell, then Paul and James really are in direct contradiction 
� (2) read 3:1 – if about heaven & hell, then I quit!! 

• Why are Piper & Chan pastors? Crazy! 
� (3) there is a better option 

• What all 3 views miss: there are two judgments in the future 
• Great White Throne – Rev 20:11-12,15 

Revelation 20:11-12,15 
“Then I saw a great white throne and Him who sat upon it, from whose 
presence earth and heaven fled away, and no place was found for them. 
And I saw the dead, the great and the small, standing before the throne and 
books were opened; and another book was opened, which is the book of 
life; and the dead were judged from the things which were written in the 
books, according to their deeds... And if anyone’s name was not found 
written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire.”  

o according to all 3 views: this is James’ judgment 
• Judgment Seat of Christ 

o 2 Corinthians 5:10 
For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that 
each one may be recompensed for his deeds in the body, according 
to what he has done, whether good or bad. 

o 1 Cor 3:12-15 
Now if any man builds on the foundation with gold, silver, precious 
stones, wood, hay, straw, each man’s work will become evident; for 
the day will show it because it is to be revealed with fire, and the 
fire itself will test the quality of each man’s work. If any man’s work 



which he has built on it remains, he will receive a reward. If any 
man’s work is burned up, he will suffer loss; but he himself will be 
saved, yet so as through fire. 

o THIS is the judgment James has in mind 
- SO, what do good works save me from... “shame and loss of reward at Judgment Seat of Christ” 

 
That’s just the first of 2 reasons James gives us for following faith with works 
Now that we have v14 figured out, let’s begin to put this passage together: 
 
Big Idea: Command – follow your faith with works 
 
Two reasons: Follow faith with works because 
1) it will save you from loss at the Judgment Seat of Christ (v14) 
2) because it will save you from a useless life (v15-20) 

- read v15-16, illustration – you are useless to the body of Christ 
- read v17 – conclusion 

o so often confused 
o Reformed position: “dead” = “non-existent” 

� never what dead means in scripture! 
o No, the faith is there, lying right next to you! 
o Dead = lifeless, powerless 
o Can’t help anyone 

- read v20 – useless – key word in section 
 
Two examples 

- Abraham – read v21-24 
o crux of problem – v24 – direct contradiction with Paul 
o ONLY if we assume they meant the same thing by the word “justify” 

“justify” - to declare someone to be in the right 
• Pharisees declaring themselves in the right  
• People declaring God in the right 
• God declaring a person in the right (Paul) 

Abraham at 80 (Genesis 15) 
• People declaring a person in the right (James) 

Abraham at 100 (Genesis 22) 
o James’ point – good works justified Abe in the world’s sight – made him VERY useful to the 

kingdom of God 
- Rahab – read v25 

o story 
o faith 
o works saves her 
o marries an Israelite – son Boaz – forefather of Jesus!! 

 
Conclusion – read v26 

- faith = human body 
- works = human spirit 
- point – works gives vitality to faith, makes it useful and active 

 
Back to objector – read v18-19 

Incredibly hard – NO QUOTES 
 



18But someone may well say, You have faith and I have works; show me your faith without the works, and I 
will show you my faith by my works. 19You believe that God is one. You do well; the demons also believe, 
and shudder. 20But are you willing to recognize, you foolish fellow, that faith without works is useless?  
 
18But someone may well say, You have faith and I have works; show me your faith without the works, and I 
will show you my faith by my works. 19You believe that God is one. You do well; the demons also believe, 
and shudder. 20But are you willing to recognize, you foolish fellow, that faith without works is useless?  
 
18But someone may well say, You have faith and I have works; show me your faith without the works, and I 
will show you my faith by my works. 19You believe that God is one. You do well; the demons also believe, 
and shudder. 20But are you willing to recognize, you foolish fellow, that faith without works is useless?  
 
18But someone may well say, You have faith and I have works; show me your faith without the works, and I 
will show you my faith by my works. 19You believe that God is one. You do well; the demons also believe, 
and shudder. 20But are you willing to recognize, you foolish fellow, that faith without works is useless?  
 
18But someone may well say, You have faith and I have works; show me your faith without the works, and I 
will show you my faith by my works. 19You believe that God is one. You do well; the demons also believe, 
and shudder. 20But are you willing to recognize, you foolish fellow, that faith without works is useless?  
 
Must be saying the opposite of James 
 “Faith without works is just as good as faith with works”  
Must be foolish 
 
Objector’s challenge (v18): 
“James, for the sake of argument let’s say that you have faith and I have works along with my faith. I’ve 
followed your advice. Now, go ahead and show me your faith without your works and I will show you my 
faith by my works. See, works don’t matter...” 
 
Objector’s proof (v19): 
“...You believe that God is one (orthodox faith). You also do good deeds. Guess what? The demons also 
believe (orthodox faith). But rather than do good deeds, all they do is shudder in fear of God. See, works have 
no bearing on faith.”  
 

Summary: Paul & James not in conflict 
Paul: faith alone...  

• saves us from hell 
• justifies us in the sight of God 

James: faith followed by works... 
• saves us from loss at Judgment Seat of Christ  
• saves us from a useless life  

 
Application: Confidence and Conviction 

Confidence: we can be sure of our eternal life 
1 John 5:13 
These things I have written to you who believe in the name of the Son of God, so that you may know 
that you have eternal life. 

Conviction: we better get to work!  
 
Q&A session following 2nd service.  Audio recording will be available online. 


