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INTRODUCTION 

 

‘The Bible is full of contradictions’ is one of the many things that unbelievers throw in our 

faces.  My standard response is, ‘Show me one.’  This usually calls their bluff and reveals 

that they are only repeating things they have heard and using them conveniently as 

arguments but have no proof.  It reveals an unwillingness to believe the truth and a 

willingness to believe anything against Christianity.  And it also reveals a basic faith 

commitment to believing things without proof, which contradicts the naturalistic approach 

they supposedly disprove Christianity with.  However, one of the things that some have 

pointed out is that Paul and James contradict each other about justification by faith.  Paul 

clearly teaches that we are justified by faith apart from works in Romans 3:28, but James 

appears to state the opposite, in 2:24.  Not only that Paul claimed that Abraham was 

justified by faith, Romans 4:1-8, but James claims he was justified by works James 2:21.  

Added to this we see that Paul quotes Gen. 15:6 as the point when Abraham was justified, 

but James quotes the same verse and joins it to Gen. 22, which is 25 years later. 

 

I hope to untangle this traditional knot for us. It is most important that we do for the gospel 

is at stake and we learn to be sensitive readers of the Scriptures through it.  Firstly, here are 

our starting assumptions.  We all have assumptions, I want to make mine plain, this way 

you can test your own assumptions and see whether you are carrying baggage which 

prejudices you from accepting the direction we are taking.  Our first assumption is that the 

writings of both James and Paul are part of the inerrant word of God.  We will not take the 

easy out that Luther took when in assessing James for inclusion in his translation he wrote, 

‘In sum: the gospel of St. John, St Paul’s epistles, especially those to the Romans, Galatians 

and Ephesians; and St. Peter’s first epistle, are the books which show Christ to you.  They 

teach everything you need to know for your salvation, even if you were never to see or hear 

any other book or hear any other teaching.  In comparison with these the epistle of James is 

an epistle of straw, because it contains nothing evangelical.’1  Luther was used by the Lord 

is certain things but erred in many others, this is one of those things.  We believe that he 

was not patient enough to read them in harmony.  Secondly, we believe that there is a 

particular historical background to the situation that accounts for the way James phrases 

himself.  We know from Paul’s writings that there were many who thought that he was 

advocating forgiveness apart from holiness.  Romans 3:8 is an example of those who put 

false words in Paul’s mouth thinking that a doctrine of free grace was an invitation to sin, 

‘And why not do evil that good may come?---as some people slanderously charge us with 

saying. Their condemnation is just.’  We see again after the statement of God’s abounding 
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grace in Christ towards sin apart from works in Romans 5:20 Paul anticipates an objection 

about holiness Romans 6:1, ‘What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin that grace 

may abound?’  It appears that there were many who misunderstood grace and constantly 

felt that works needed to be hitched to the gospel or else holiness was out the window.  We 

see that Paul does not need to make justification by works because God overcomes the sin 

in us by our participation in Christ’s resurrection when we are born again.  God secures our 

holiness not by changing the gospel of grace to a gospel of works but by giving us a new 

heart and overcoming the power though not the presence of sin, that by the given 

indwelling Spirit we can now put sin to death.  I agree with those commentators who see 

James responding to an abuse of Paul’s gospel.  There were obviously those who did use 

the message of free grace as an invitation to sin and it appears that they argued they were 

saved by faith alone, hence James’s use of the phrase in 2:24.  James is not disagreeing 

with Paul but a misunderstood version of Paul’s message.  Our third assumption is that 

James and Paul do in fact agree.  They both agree in their definition of saving faith.  They 

both teach that a mere intellectual assent is not true faith, but a faith that works by love 

Gal. 5:6.  We hope to show that because Paul and James are facing different enemies and 

this accounts for the apparent contradictions in their sayings.  Paul is tackling legalists who 

are depending upon the law for salvation and so has to stress faith apart from works.  

James on the other hand is facing antinomians who have misinterpreted Paul’s gospel and is 

trying to demonstrate not salvation by works, but by a faith that works as the only type of 

saving faith.  Both see faith as the root and works as the fruit, the different expressions we 

find in each one is due to the opposition they are facing.  Paul therefore speaks negatively 

of the law because people are abusing it by using it as a stairway to heaven, whereas James 

speaks positively of the law because there were those who were neglecting obedience and 

holiness who claimed to be believers.  We see something similar in Christ who speaks 

differently though not in a contradictory way to those who He is preaching to.  To the self-

righteous rich young ruler who thought he could be good enough Christ preached the law to 

him and gave him the impossible task of giving up all his money to expose his idol.  To 

those who were under the heavy burdens of legalistic teaching, these He called to come to 

Him if they were weary and take a light burden.  These might appear contradictory but 

instead they are different cases, likewise with Paul and James.   

 

Our text is James 2:14-26.  James follows a very basic and simple structure.  Firstly, in v14-

17 James makes a statement about the true nature of saving faith, that it is a working faith.  

Secondly, in v18-19 James anticipates an objection to his definition and he quickly refutes it.  

Thirdly, in v20-26 James then demonstrates and proves his definition of saving faith, a faith 

that works, from the OT.   

 

Statement that faith without works is dead 

 

James is a letter that is very earnest that the people of God be holy, that they be obedient 

and especially that they consider the poor, James 1:17, ‘Religion that is pure and undefiled 

before God, the Father, is this: to visit orphans and widows in their affliction, and to keep 

oneself unstained from the world.’  James believes in religious service that is pleasing to God 

that loves our neighbour and keeps itself from sin.  In chapter 2 leading up to the section 



we want to look at James has spoken of the evil and injustice of neglecting the poor and 

showing favouritism to the rich, as well as the importance of keeping the whole law and not 

selective obedience.  He then goes into defining true saving faith as a faith that works and 

not merely words, or intellectual assent. 

 

V14, ‘What good is it, my brothers, if someone says he has faith but does not have works? 

Can that faith save him?’  James is not denying that we are saved by faith, but the nature of 

faith that God uses to save.  He asks a number of rhetorical questions which have obvious 

answers.  Faith that does not have works is useless, and no it will not save.  James then 

goes on to give an example of empty faith which also serves to illustrate the uselessness of 

dead faith.  V15-16, ‘If a brother or sister is poorly clothed and lacking in daily food, 16 and 

one of you says to them, "Go in peace, be warmed and filled," without giving them the 

things needed for the body, what good is that?’  These words not backed up with action are 

an empty prayer that accomplishes nothing.  This is a personal example of the very poor 

these people were neglecting, and it illustrates how words and well wishes do no good.  V17 

is his conclusion, ‘So also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead.’  And if it is dead, 

we can conclude that is will not save.   

 

All we can say is Amen!  The bible knows nothing of a faith that appears Christian but has 

no new birth present empowering and inevitably taking one into a life of holiness and good 

works.  There are many examples of those who appear to be saved who never were, many 

examples of those who think they have faith, but have a false faith, e.g., Matt. 7:21-23, 

‘"Not everyone who says to me, 'Lord, Lord,' will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one 

who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. 22 On that day many will say to me, 'Lord, 

Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many 

mighty works in your name?' 23 And then will I declare to them, 'I never knew you; depart 

from me, you workers of lawlessness.'’  Christ never knew these people who called Him Lord 

and served Him in some way.  They were never known to Him in a saving way, they only 

appeared outwardly as Christians.  Paul agrees, he does not teach a faith that has no heart 

renovation with it that can exist without issuing in love, holiness and obedience.  It is 

important we all agree on the nature of saving faith, that it is a faith that is always followed 

by works.   

 

Objections to faith without works being dead 

 

James has a certain group of people with certain types of arguments in mind, he engages 

with that group now, v18, ‘But someone will say, "You have faith and I have works." Show 

me your faith apart from your works, and I will show you my faith by my works.’  He is 

anticipating someone coming back to his initial statements unwilling to change with a ‘we-

are-both-right’ argument.  James draws on that biblical teaching that fruit is inevitable 

where there is life.  Faith is evidenced in works or does not exist.   

 

James then expects to hear an argument about orthodoxy.  Jews is writing to Jewish 

Christians and so he uses the most orthodox statement of faith they have, the Shema from 

Deut. 6:4.  V19, ‘You believe that God is one; you do well. Even the demons believe---and 



shudder!’  Here James exposes a mere intellectual assent to the faith as inadequate.  Even 

the demons know all these truths and more, they even give the appropriate response of 

shuddering, but they most certainly are not saved.  Saving faith consists in more than a 

head knowledge it includes a heart change that shows in ones behaviour.   

 

Proof that faith without works is dead 

 

Verses 20-26 are the controversial verses where James seeks to argue from the OT that true 

saving faith is a working faith.  Let me state up front that James is not contradicting Paul.  

James is not teaching that our interpretation of Romans is incorrect, but that the abuses of 

Paul are.  He is not teaching a doctrine of salvation by works alone, or a synthesis of faith 

and works, but by a faith that works.  This is stated in v20, ‘Do you want to be shown, you 

foolish person, that faith apart from works is useless?’  A workless faith is a dead faith and 

cannot save. 

 

V21 is one of the two texts where the apparent contradiction exists, ‘Was not Abraham our 

father justified by works when he offered up his son Isaac on the altar?’  Let’s look at that a 

feel the awkwardness of it for a moment.  ‘Justified by works’ the statement could not 

appear to be clearer.  The trouble is, there is no one that believes these words literally.  The 

Roman Catholic Church does not teach justification by works alone, nor anyone else.  The 

phrase must not be read in isolation from the context.  In every verse from v20 where faith 

has been mentioned it has always been mentioned in connection with its evidencing itself in 

works.  So then we must allow James to speak knowing that he intends not a teaching of 

justification by works alone, but by a faith that is not alone.  His mention of works here 

apart from any mention of faith must be read in light of every other thing he says here.  To 

isolate this one verse apart from everything else James says is dishonest and puts an 

unrealistic expectation upon him, whereby we insist that he say everything that he means 

every time he speaks.  We must allow him to say these words and intend the meaning of 

the context.  In fact as he interprets his own example in v22, ‘You see that faith was active 

along with his works, and faith was completed by his works,’ we see he re-joins faith and 

works in their proper relations. 

 

Secondly, we do have another difficulty we need to face.  In Romans 4:1-3 we see that Paul 

clearly teaches that Abraham was counted righteous by faith not works, and this from Gen. 

15, ‘What then shall we say was gained by Abraham, our forefather according to the flesh? 

2 For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast about, but not before 

God. 3 For what does the Scripture say? "Abraham believed God, and it was counted to him 

as righteousness."’  Paul has excluded works as a contribution to our salvation so that no 

man can boast, Romans 3:27.  He alludes to a time 25 years before Genesis 22 and not the 

sacrificing of Isaac that James refers to.  James claims that Abraham was justified when he 

was faithful in being willing to sacrifice Isaac.  It is obvious that Paul and James are looking 

at the life of Abraham differently.  Paul wants to point to a time before Abraham was 

circumcised that he was counted righteous by faith apart from works.  James wants to show 

that the father of faith did not have a mere intellectual assent but was a good example in 

living out one’s faith.  Paul appeals to the first use of the word ‘believed’ in the Bible, James 



goes on to a mature work of faith that would easily demonstrate Abraham’s faith by works.  

It was because James seems to apply the words, ‘Abraham believed God, and it was 

counted to him as righteous’ which are clearly from Gen. 15:6 and seems to imply they were 

spoken at Gen. 22, that Luther rejected James as someone who made a mistake and erred 

in the portion of Scripture he was quoting, mixing Gen. 15 and 22.  This confusion is further 

compounded by the fact that the Apocrypha likewise seems to say the same thing, ‘Was not 

Abraham found faithful in temptation and it was reckoned to him as righteousness.’ (1 

Maccabees 2:52).  We reject that James was misquoting Scripture, and we reject that he 

was quoting the errors of the Apocrypha approvingly.  No the very fact that in James 2:23 

James uses the word ‘fulfilled’ indicates that he sees Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice as in 

keeping with Gen. 15 and an outworking of his faith.  Luther was wrong in how he thought 

James used Gen. 15:6.   

 

The third thing we must stress is that James and Paul are using the word ‘justify’ in slightly 

different ways.  Words have a semantic domain, that means that they have an area of 

meaning where a word can serve more than one meaning.  The word ‘love’ for example can 

mean, to lust after, to love or to like.  It is used of our appreciation for ice cream and our 

worship of God.  Likewise ‘justify’ a legal word usually means to vindicate or declare 

righteous.  Paul’s use of the word is unique in that Paul sees God in Christ calling that which 

is not righteous righteous, so that God is said to justify, not the godly, but the ungodly 

(Rom. 4:5).  We are righteous in status because Christ’s righteousness is given to us, not 

because we have done so well in cleaning up our lives in repentance that God’s verdict of 

justification is a description of what we have done to ourselves.  The word ‘justify’ then can 

be used to describe God reconciling Himself to us by counting Christ’s righteousness as ours.  

However we see another use where the common meaning of demonstrate or vindicate is 

used, e.g. ‘Wisdom is justified by her children’ (KJV, Lk. 7:35).  The early Reformers spoke 

about these two different meanings of justification as justified in the eyes of God and 

justified in the eyes of man.  It is understood and has been argued by many that Paul is 

using the word justify as a description of our final legal standing in Christ, but that James is 

discussing the vindication of our faith before man.  It is argued that the context of James 

supports this distinction because James is concerned with showing when he says, ‘Show me 

your faith…,’ 2:18.  Likewise 2:22 speaks of Abraham’s faith as being ‘active’ and 

‘completed’ which is literally the word, matured by works.  Added to this 2:23 shows not a 

misquoting of Gen. 15:6 but rather a proving of the faith that did justify in Gen. 15:6.  This 

all agrees well with James’s point that he began which was to prove that all saving faith is a 

working faith.  The Reformers put it something like this, ‘Justification is by faith alone but 

never by a faith that stands alone.’  This must necessarily be so because faith is not cleaning 

up our act but clinging to Christ.  Christ not any of our deeds is the ground of our 

righteousness and so faith is the necessary and only instrument for justification.  Although 

repentance accompanies faith, justification is not through or by repentance, but by Christ’s 

righteousness for us which we receive with the empty hands of faith.   

 

V24 is the next difficult verse, ‘You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith 

alone.’  Here we see James apparently contradicting Paul’s statements.  This however is not 

the case James is correcting the wrong misunderstandings of Paul’s statements.  Paul was 



misunderstood to teach that if grace is free then sin is allowed and encouraged, that a mere 

intellectual assent is sufficient for salvation.  James has disproven this.  James in this verse 

is responding in the rhetoric of the error being propounded, not to contradict Paul’s intended 

meaning, but the abuse of his teaching.  This is seen clearly when we realise that Paul and 

James are using different meanings for the word ‘faith’.  When Paul says that we are saved 

by faith, he does not mean an intellectual assent that does not issue in works.  When James 

refutes salvation by faith alone, James is targeting that version of faith that he is fighting, 

namely a mere intellectual assent.  The fact that Paul is fighting with legalists trying to 

include the law for justification and that James is fighting against antinomians who are 

advancing intellectual assent as sufficient saving faith accounts for the differences between 

the two.   

 

James ends this section with another example of active faith in Rahab and concludes with a 

clear statement about what he has been trying to prove from the start of this section, v26, 

‘For as the body apart from the spirit is dead, so also faith apart from works is dead.’  He 

ends where he started, that true saving faith always works, if there is no fruit there is no 

faith.   

 

And so we have two very important truths set before us.  Firstly, we are reminded of the 

grace of God in our salvation that it by nothing we have contributed that we are saved it is 

by faith alone in Christ alone by grace alone, to God alone be the glory.  We would die for 

this truth because God’s worship and the life-saving gospel is at stake.  Secondly, we are 

reminded of the active nature of saving faith and how it produces fruit throughout one’s life.  

We must not be those who fall into apathy or a false notion of holiness where Christ has 

done it all now I don’t have to do anything.  It is true that Christ has done all we need for 

salvation, but He has saved us to many good works prepared in advance for us to do.  The 

holiness, the love and obedience of James’s exhortations are for us today.              


