
“Faith Without Works, Part 2”
James 2:20-26

Sunday, January 2nd, 2022

Last week, I was looking through Christmas cards we received and I came across one from a
former student when I taught as a Flight Chief with the US Air Force’s Senior Noncommissioned
Officer Academy in Montgomery, Alabama.

Melody wrote, “It will be 23 years in January since my class met - wow, time has flown!  I
listened to several of your Sunday sermons during the past year.  Thank you for those.”

That really encouraged me - I don’t really know if many listen to the lifestream message if
they’re not present here in this sanctuary where we gather for worship.  But, it’s good to know
they’ve been participating from Plant City, Florida!  Thanks, Melody, if you’re listening today!

Two sentences describe what we are learning in James 2:14-26 - “Salvation is by
grace alone, through faith alone in Jesus Christ alone.  But it is not a faith that is alone.”
(Repeat)

Over the centuries, some biblical scholars have conclude that James and Paul do not
teach the same doctrine when it comes to salvation.  They consider the New Testament
book of James as not meeting the standard for a book to be included in the Bible; that’s
why Protestant Reformer Martin Luther referred to James as “a right strawy epistle.”

To prove their point, they compare verses to contrast the two.  This is Galatians 2:16 -
“knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the law but by faith in Jesus Christ, even we
have believed in Christ Jesus, that we might be justified by faith in Christ and not by the works
of the law; for by the works of the law no flesh shall be justified.”

In apparent contrast they offer a verse from today’s passage of Scripture - James 2:24
- “You see then that a man is justified by works, and not by faith only.”

So, can one of them be wrong and the other correct? If that were the case, we would
have to conclude that at least part of the Scripture is not truth, nor could we understand
the Scripture to be inerrant or infallible.  In other words, we’d have a theological mess on
our hands!

But, in actuality, James and Paul DO teach the same thing; it’s just that their emphasis
is different.  When Paul speaks of works, he teaches that works have nothing to do with
our becoming Christians (being justified; being declared a child of God).  When James
speaks of works, he stresses that they must be present in a Christian’s life for a
profession of faith to be proven legitimate (sanctification/walk with the Lord).



Last week, we looked at the first half of this section on faith and works in James
2:14-26.  We looked at verses 14-19, where James gives two examples of dead (false)
faith.  One was the treatment of a naked brother/sister in need of food; the other was
the demons who shuddered at the presence of God’s name.  James’ point was that
genuine faith would help the brother.  It wasn’t enough for the professing believer to just
pray for his brother/sister in Christ in need of help.  Even the demons would go that far.

This week, the discussion continues with two more examples, this time biblical
personalities - Abraham and Rahab.  Let’s read now James 2:20-26.

James 2:20-26:
“But do you want to know, O foolish man, that faith without works is dead? 21 Was not

Abraham our father justified by works when he offered Isaac his son on the altar? 22 Do you
see that faith was working together with his works, and by works faith was made perfect? 23
And the Scripture was fulfilled which says, “Abraham believed God, and it was accounted to him
for righteousness.”  And he was called the friend of God. 24 You see then that a man is justified
by works, and not by faith only.

25 Likewise, was not Rahab the harlot also justified by works when she received the
messengers and sent them out another way?

26 For as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is dead also.”

In this section, James calls us to consider how the Scriptures actually teach us to
understand that a living faith - a true faith - is one that has works to prove its veracity
(truth).  The faith that doesn’t result in good works is actually a dead (false) faith.

To do this, James uses the examples of two Old Testament personalities - Abraham
and Rahab.  They couldn’t be more different - Abraham was a patriarch, Rahab was a
prostitute; Abraham was a Jew, Rahab was a Gentile; Abraham was a godly man,
Rabab was a sinful woman, a harlot.  Abraham was the friend of God, while Rahab
belonged to the enemies of God. What did they have in common? They exercised their
faith in God!

Genesis Chapter 12 shows that God called Abraham to leave his country (Ur) to a
place God would show him.  Abraham  would need faith to follow God, and he had it.
Genesis Chapter 15 describes Abraham’s salvation. God showed him the stars and
reiterated His promise to Abraham in Genesis 15:5, “Look now toward heaven, and count
the stars if you are able to number them.”  And He said to him, “So shall your descendants be.”
Verse 6 reveals salvation by grace was God’s pattern from Genesis through Revelation
- “And (Abraham) believed in the Lord, and (the Lord) accounted it to (Abraham) for
righteousness.”

That’s what James was teaching in verse 23 of today’s passage.  At the point of
Genesis 15:6, Abraham had faith, but it wasn’t until Genesis Chapter 22 that we see him



demonstrate his faith (prove his faith by his works).  But, in verse 21 of today’s passage,
James looks back to an event in Abraham’s life where Abraham demonstrated his faith
by his works in one of the greatest evidences of faith ever.  The event is in Genesis
Chapter 22, where Abraham offered up his long awaited son of the promise, Isaac, on
the alter on Mount Moriah.  Abraham wasn’t saved by obeying God’s difficult command.
His obedience proved that he already was saved as James says in verse 22, “Do you
see that faith was working together with his works, and by works faith was made perfect?

“Abraham was not saved by faith plus works, but by a faith that works.” How was
Abraham “justified by his works” in Genesis Chapter 22 when he had already been
“justified by faith” in Genesis Chapter 15?

In his second illustration, James brings up Rahab.  Her story is largely mentioned in
Joshua Chapters 2 & 6.  She was a prostitute in Jericho. She had a limited knowledge
of God, but when the spies came to Jericho preceding the Jewish conquest of the
Promised Land, she recognized them as messengers of the true God.  She believed on
their God.  Then she showed her belief by making her commitment to them and hid the
spies in her home when men commissioned by the King of Jericho to kill the spies came
to her house.

She also demonstrated her faith in God by devising a plan where the men would leave
the walled city from her house, which was on the wall.  That’s what James writes in
verse 25 - “Likewise, was not Rahab the harlot also justified by works when she received the
messengers and sent them out another way?”

And so, James can also write in verse 26, “For as the body without the spirit is dead, so
faith without works is dead also.”

You may still be working through how in one spot the Bible says faith works alone for
salvation and yet, it also teaches in other spots that faith is by works.  How about
looking at this from a different angle. Do any of the authors of the Bible’s books and
letters not teach that a living faith is one where works are also present?

● Before we began our current study of James, we studied the New Testament book of
Jude.  This is Jude 20 & 21 - “But you, beloved, building yourselves up on your most
holy faith, praying in the Holy Spirit, 21 keep yourselves in the love of God, looking for
the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ unto eternal life.”  Jude’s readers were exhorted to
“build,” ”keep,” and “look” - actions (works), not merely words.

● We studied Paul’s letter to the Romans before we studied Jude.  Among the many
places he talks about works in his letter, we see Paul list in Romans 12:9-13 - “Let love
be without hypocrisy. Abhor what is evil. Cling to what is good. 10 Be kindly affectionate



to one another with brotherly love, in honor giving preference to one another; 11 not
lagging in diligence, fervent in spirit, serving the Lord; 12 rejoicing in hope, patient in
tribulation, continuing steadfastly in prayer; 13 distributing to the needs of the saints,
given to hospitality.”

● Does anyone remember the first book of the Bible I preached through after being
installed as your pastor back in November of 2001? First John.  In that letter, the
Apostle John writes in 1 John 3:18 - “ My little children, let us not love in word or in
tongue, but in deed and in truth.” John is saying that true faith is not something that
is just a verbal thing we say; it is a life of service doing things to glorify God and
help his people, our brothers and sisters in Christ.

● Peter teaches the same presence of works in a believer’s life (1 Peter 1:13-16)-
“Therefore gird up the loins of your mind, be sober, and rest your hope fully upon the
grace that is to be brought to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ; 14 as obedient
children, not conforming yourselves to the former lusts, as in your ignorance; 15 but as
He who called you is holy, you also be holy in all your conduct, 16 because it is written,
“Be holy, for I am holy.”

Jude, James, Paul, John, and Peter - all teach a vivid, vibrant faith in Jesus Christ will
be reflected in a changed life (to the positive), and good works.

James Chapter 2 emphasizes that the mature Christian practices truth.  Our faith is not
just something we talk about, it is something we do.  Once we’ve been saved from our
sins by God (justified), we will, out of a love for God and thanksgiving for what He has
done for our salvation from sin, do good things.

A couple of quick questions to help you apply this challenging teaching:

1 - Was there a time when your heart stirred you to flee from the wrath to come?  Have you ever
been seriously exercised over your sins?
2 - Do you understand and confess that you cannot save yourself by anything that you could
do?
3 - Do you maintain good works, or are your works occasional and weak?  Do you seek to grow
in the things of the Lord?  Can others tell you have been with Jesus?
4 - Do you enjoy the fellowship of God’s people?  Is worship a delight to you?
5 - Are you ready for the Lord’s physical and visible return to earth?  Will you be ashamed when
He returns, if He were to return today or this week?

It will be several Sundays until I’m back in this pulpit; I will miss it (and you), but I need
the spiritual rest if I am to run the race the entire distance.  Pray, encourage, wait for us.



What we’ve been discussing in the second half of this 2nd chapter from the book of
James is this - “Salvation is by grace alone, through faith alone in Jesus Christ alone.
But it is not a faith that is alone.”


