WHAT DOES JAMES MEAN BY JUSTIFIED BY WORKS?

James 2:20-21 “But wilt thou know, O vain man, that faith without works is dead?  Was not Abraham our father justified by works, when he had offered Isaac his son upon the altar?”

There are some who see a conflict between the teaching of Paul that a person is saved by faith apart from the works of the law (Galatians 2:16) and the teaching of James that a person is justified by works (James 2:21).  Actually they are in complete harmony with each other.  It could be no other way because Paul and James were both guided by the Holy Spirit in what they wrote (2 Timothy 3:16-17; 2 Peter 1:20-21).  Sometimes people, even evangelical Christians, get caught up in thinking Paul wrote this and James wrote that.  When we understand that the Holy Spirit wrote the whole Bible we can begin to look at how the Scriptures harmonize rather than in how they differ.

As Christians we understand that there is nothing we can do to merit salvation.  Job asked the question, “Shall mortal man be more just than God?  Shall a man be more pure than his maker?” (Job 4:17).  Obviously the answer is no.  The Psalmist said, “And enter not into judgment with thy servant:  for in they sight shall no man living be justified” (Psalm 143:2).  Salvation is a gift from God to us (Ephesians 2:8), and has never been earned by a person’s good deeds.  Paul said in Romans, “Now to him that worketh is the reward not reckoned of grace, but of debt.  But to him that worketh not, but believeth on him that justifieth the ungodly, his faith is counted for righteousness” (Romans 4:4-5).  If we worked for salvation it would be earned and would not be a gift.  But salvation is totally by God’s grace, “Not by works of righteousness, which we have done, but according to his mercy he saved us. . .” (Titus 3:5).  We know that a person is saved by faith, “Even the righteousness of God which is by faith of Jesus Christ unto all and upon all them that believe. . .” (Romans 3:22).

When we look at the context of the book of James we can see that he is trying to answer the question, “what kind of faith is saving faith?”  The Greek word in the New Testament most often translated “faith” is “pistis,” and means “persuasion, conviction.”  True saving faith is being fully persuaded that we can only be reconciled to God through the gift that He gave us and that gift is the redemption offered by the blood of Christ.

The key to the whole controversy is “how does a person act when he is fully persuaded?”  An old adage says, “Actions speak louder than words.”  I can tell you anything and you may believe me, but if I can not back up my words with actions, then I have lied.  For instance, I can claim to be an expert marksman with a rifle and have won medals for my marksmanship.  If we then go to a shooting range and I can’t come within fifty feet of a target that’s twenty-five feet in front of me, you can just about say that I have lied.  My actions didn’t back up my words.  The same is true of Christianity.  A person can say he is a Christian, but if his actions don’t back that up, the Apostle John says he is lying:  “If we say we have fellowship with him, and walk in darkness, we lie, and do not the truth” (1 John 1:6).  That person may even by lying to himself.

The Bible teaches that true faith will result in obedience.  The book of 1 John consistently stresses this, “Love not the world, neither the things that are in the world.  If any man love the world, the love of the Father is not in him” (1 John 2:15; cf. 3:3; 3:24; 5:2).

The book of Hebrews also teaches this, “And being made perfect, he became the author of eternal salvation unto all that obey him” (Hebrews 5:9).  The eleventh chapter of Hebrews also shows that the Old Testament heroes of the faith proved that faith by obedience:

11:4 “By faith Abel offered unto God a more excellent sacrifice. . .”
11:7 “By faith Noah. . .prepared an ark to the saving of his house. . .”
11:8 “By faith Abraham. . .obeyed. . .”

11:24-25 “By faith Moses. . .refused to be called the son of Pharaoh’s daughter; choosing rather to suffer affliction with the people of God, than to enjoy the pleasures of sin for a season.”
 And of course James adds, “Even so faith, if it hath not works, is dead, being alone” (James 2:17).

If these were not enough to convince someone, Jesus Himself said, “If ye love me, keep my commandments” (John 14:15).  “He that hath my commandments, and keepeth them, he it is that loveth me. . .” (John 14:21).

The story is told of a tightrope walker.  This man entered a town to put on a show for the people.  He surveyed the surrounding area and found two ledges high above a gorge outside of the city.  He found that the place was perfect for him to set up his tightrope.  For some days he worked, preparing the area.  The day finally came that he would put on his show.  A crowd gathered on both sides of the gorge to watch the exciting show.

The tightrope walker picked up his balancing beam and slowly began edging his way across the gorge to the ledge on the other side.  When he stepped off the crowd cheered his efforts.  He turned around and made his way back to the original side.  The crowd again cheered.

The man then announced to the crowd that he would push a wheelbarrow across the tightrope.  The crowd gasped as he slowly inched the wheelbarrow across the rope above the high precipice.  When he reached the other side the crowd again cheered wildly.

When the commotion stopped, the tightrope walker announced he would return the wheelbarrow to the other side.  He then picked a man from the crowd and asked, “Do you believe I can get this wheelbarrow back across the tightrope?”  The man quickly answered, “Yes.”  Certainly he believed he could.  He had already seen the man cross the tightrope three times, and one of those times he was pushing the wheelbarrow.  Of course he believed.  The tightrope walker then motioned to the wheelbarrow and said, “Get in.”

The man was convinced in his mind that the tightrope walker could make the return trip.  Genuine faith would only be shown when he climbed in the wheelbarrow and committed his life into the hands of one he could trust.  This is the faith that James was speaking of, “What doth it profit, my brethren, though a man say he hath faith, and have not works? Can faith save him?” (James 2:14).  Sincere, genuine, saving faith will be manifested in obedience, “. . .thereby we do know that we know him, if we keep his commandments” (1 John 2:3).

