FAITH AND WORKS
Putting Your Faith to Work, Rather Than Working to Prove Your Faith.
     As little as 3 to 5 years ago I would not have found much disagreement with the standard Reform and Puritan interpretation of James 2:14-26. The book of James has befuddled many of the best theologians, including Luther. How does one reconcile Paul’s gospel of justification by faith alone in Romans and James’s faith that is not alone? Well, it turns out that they are actually talking about apples and oranges. Thanks to a former college professor, Dr. Norman Sellers, Th.D. and the following two authors, they have helped me tremendously in coming to what I now believe is a much more satisfying and correct understanding of the connection between faith and works, justification and sanctification. I hope and pray that the follow quotes and comments will bring you to a better understanding of the Truth, as well. 

Joseph C. Dillow, The Reign of the Servant Kings. Schoettle Publishing Hayesville, NC. 1992. He has a Th.D. degree from Dallas Theological Seminary.

Zane Hodges, The Epistle of James. Grace Evangelical Society, Irving, Texas. 1994. Taught NT Greek and exegesis for 27 years at Dallas Theological Seminary.

To Whom is James Speaking?

     “James is not addressing the issue of the eternal destiny of his readership. Although this famous passage is often taken that way, this approach actually rips James’s text out of the larger context in which it is found. It introduces into the text a concern which James did not have her at all and ignores the fact that James regards his reader as his brothers and sisters (1:2), and as born again (1:18). To get the subject wrong, of course is to misunderstand James’s entire text and to create a false theology about James knew nothing at all. If this sounds too strong, it is not. The damage done to the Christian church by an incorrect understanding of James 2:14-26 has been incalculable. It is also utterly deplorable because it betrays superficial thought and study, not only of the passage itself, but also of the entire epistle”. (Hodges, Page 59)

Salvation From What?

What use is it, my brethren, if someone says he has faith but he has no works? Can that faith save him? 

     “The form of the question requires a negative answer. No, faith without works cannot save! If salvation in James refers to final deliverance from hell, only with difficulty can he be brought into harmony with Paul, a harmony at the expense of the plain meaning of the text. Works clearly ARE a condition of salvation according to James. But what is the content of that salvation?

     “As clearly as language can express it, faith by itself does not ‘save,’ according to James. But ‘save’ in what sense? Or, better, ‘save’ from what? From eternal hell? Or from something else? (Commentators err when they assume, rather than demonstrate, their answer). The only appropriate answer, in light of the whole epistle, is to say that James is picking up the theme of 1:21 (re-expressed also in 5:19-20). This theme is the truth that obedience to God’s Word can ‘save’ the life from the deadly outcome of sin. Faith alone cannot do this. Works of obedience are completely indispensable” (Hodges, Page 60-61)

     “James takes us back to the teaching of His Master in 1:21 when he refers to the saving of our lives… “Humbly accept the implanted Word which is able to save your lives”. The expression “save your lives” is the same one used by the Lord Jesus in Mt. 16:25. That salvation does require work and self-denying service to Christ. But it does not constitute final deliverance from hell. Rather, it involves the preservation of the physical life now, a victorious perseverance through trials and a glorious reward for our faithful service in the future.” (Dillow, Page 119)

(The phrase “save a soul” seems to have a technical meaning of “preserve you physical life”… It remains for scholars of historical theology to discern how this phrase ever became connected with the idea of deliverance from hell. It is never used that way in the Bible, and such an idea would have been foreign any Jewish readers of the NT.) (Dillow, Page 116)

     There is nothing here about a “saving faith” and one that does not save in the sense of final deliverance from hell. There is no perseverance in holiness taught. Nowhere does James tell us that works are the inevitable result of the faith that delivers from hell, unless salvation means deliverance from hell. But then if it does, James is teaching salvation by works! (Dillow, Page 119)

Dillow later comments:

     “The Greek construction requires a negative answer to James question. Faith alone cannot save, can it? No, something else is needed—works… the apparent conflict between James and Paul caused Luther to say that the doctrine of justification in James made it “an epistle of straw.”

     “…Luther’s difficulty was caused by the fact that he always equated salvation with salvation from hell. But as Sellers correctly observed. “Death from sin, then, could be physical death, for believers or unbelievers. It could be spiritual death—separating a believer fellowship with God.” In James, to be saved refers to salvation from physical death, the death producing consequences of sin. In other words, salvation is the finding of a rich and meaningful Christian experience! It is true that faith alone will save us from hell, but faith which is alone will not save us from a dead or carnal spiritual life”. (Dillow, Page 189)

     The context determines what is the content of saving faith. There is no discussion elsewhere in the book of James concerning “eternal salvation” therefore there is no good reason to conclude that these verses refer to eternal salvation either. 

     “It is the ‘beloved brethren’ who are in danger of experiencing the deathly consequences of sin (James 1:13-16). These Christians who are alive are in danger of losing vitality of their faith and experience death… These are ‘beloved brethren’ who have been brought forth by the word of truth” in whom the Word has been ‘implanted’ (James 1:21). They are saved people in the sense of final deliverance from hell. However, these saved people need ‘salvation’. (Spiritual wholeness). This salvation is the salvation contextually defined as a deliverance from the death-producing effects of sin and a lack of good works in their lifestyle” (Hodges, Page 62).

Let’s Digress for a Minute,

     In the OT, “in 812 usages of the various Hebrew words translated ‘to save’ or ‘salvation’, only 58 (7.1%) refer to eternal salvation… ‘It includes divinely bestowed deliverance from every class of spiritual and temporal evil to which mortal man is subjected’… By far the most common usage in the OT is of God’s deliverance of His people from their struggles… This meaning has been considerable enriched by the NT… the salvation of Christ also saves us from our enemies—the world, the flesh, and Satan. Spiritual victory in life is salvation! (Dillow, Page 11-113)

     “In the NT… the verb ‘sozo’ occurs 106x’s and the noun ‘soteria’ 46x’s The meaning ‘deliver from hell’, while rare in the OT is quite common in the NT. Statistically, ‘sozo’ is used 40% of the time and ‘soteria’ is used 35% of the time in this way” (Dillow, page 114). 

      ‘Salvation’ does not have to automatically refer to being saved from hell. Most of us, (including myself in the past), have been, in a sense, conditioned or preprogrammed from the beginning of our Christian experience to think along these lines, salvation = eternal salvation = deliverance from hell. This certainly not ought be the case.

Back to James -- 

“Prove yourselves doers of the word, and not merely hearers who delude themselves… one who looks intently at the perfect law, the law of liberty, and abides by it, not having become a forgetful hearer but an effectual doer, this man will be blessed in what he does” (James 1:22, 25).

     It is quite likely that James is thinking in OT terms here. Frequently Solomon, for example, will contrast the life-enriching benefits of righteousness with the death-producing effects of sin: 

“He who is steadfast in righteousness will attain to life, and he who pursues evil will bring about his own death” (Proverbs 11:19)

     The terms ‘life’ and ‘death’ are contextually defined as ‘abundant life’ and ‘carnality’ to use contemporary. In a series of contrast he defines death as ‘being trapped by evil desires’ (Prov. 11:6); physical death and loss of hope (11:7); overwhelmed with trouble (8); destroying one’s neighbor (9); destruction of a city by evil actions (11); a lack of judgment and a deriding ones neighbor (12); and a lack of guidance resulting in the fall of a nation (14). Life, on the other hand, is defined as having a ‘straight way’ (5); being delivered from evil snares (6) being rescued from trouble (8); giving blessing to a city (11); and sowing righteousness (18). Contrasts such as these define life and death not as entrance into heaven and final commitment to hell but as relative qualities of life now, qualities which are dependent upon the faith-vitalizing property of good works… Salvation here in James is the deliverance from the spiritual impoverishing consequences of sin and the experiential blessing of God now.
     “Growth in the Christian life is not automatic; it is conditioned upon our responses. Only by the exercise of spiritual discipline, such as prayer, obedience, faith, study of the Scriptures, and proper responses to trials does intimacy with Christ increase. Only by continuing in doing good does that spiritual life imparted at regeneration grow to maturity and earn a reward” (Dillow, Page 136). 

What is Dead Faith?

“If a brother or sister is without clothing and in need of daily food, and one of you says to them, " Go in peace, be warmed and be filled," and yet you do not give them what is necessary for their body, what use is that? Even so faith, if it has no works, is dead, being by itself” (James 2:18)

     Hodge describes dead faith as ineffectual, as a non-working, inactive faith. “The issue that concerns James is an issue of life or death. Can a faith that is dead save the Christian from death? The question answers itself. The choice of the adjective dead is perfectly suited to James argument. Just as the idle word of some ungenerous believer cannot save his brother from death in the absence of life’s necessities, no more can a non-working faith save our lives from the death-dealing consequences of sin. For that purpose faith is sterile and ineffective by itself, because it cannot accomplish the needed result… It is simply wrong to think that James’s metaphor about ‘dead faith’ can have only one meaning, i.e.: a soteriological one (related only to eternal salvation)”.

     “So, what James is describing as dead, can easily be understood in the context as faith that is sterile, ineffective, or unproductive… dead refers not to the quality of faith, but to its effect.” (Hodge, Page 62-63)

     Only believers can have dead faith, that is, faith that was once alive and active but now has become dead. Something has to be alive before it can be said to be dead. Unbelievers cannot have dead faith because they never had any faith to begin with. They can only be described as having no faith or non-faith. There is no such thing as believing and really believing or faith and real faith. Either one believes or he doesn’t believe. There is no half believing or sort of believing. 

“But 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." You believe that God is one. You do well; the demons also believe, and shudder. But are you willing to recognize, you foolish fellow, that faith without works is useless? (James 2:19-20)

     “Such an argument is ludicrous, and appropriately James calls him a “foolish man” and tells him that faith, unless it is vitalized and matured by a life of works, is not vital. The objector apparently imagines that faith alone is adequate for an abundant life and for the fulfillment of all obligations to God. However, James counters, faith is useless as far as Christian sanctification and practical victory (“salvation”) through trials is concerned (2:20; 1:21; 2:14). There is a connection between faith and works but not the connection imagined by the Reformed doctrine of perseverance”. (Dillow, Page 193)
     Commentators throughout the epistles, especially Hebrews, misapply many admonitions and warnings given to believing Christians to correct moral shortfalls. Instead, many interpreters apply them to mere professors of Christ, not true believers. Many look at this way, “You people at such and such a church are acting just like unbelievers, therefore, you must be unbelievers, true believers would never act like this”. The correct way the apostle Paul viewed carnal Christian is to look at it this way, “Beloved brethren why are you acting like unbelievers? Don’t you know who you are and to whom you belong, grow up and start acting like a Christian OUGHT to, there is a great reward for doing so, or else I or Christ will bring a rod of discipline when I or He comes.” (A loose paraphrase)

     Instead of accusing those who do not make the cut of our arbitrary lifestyle standard as just professing Christians we should recognize them or diagnosis their illness, so to speak, as spiritual dullness. The problem with most professing Christians or carnal Christians (they live and behave just like unbelievers—they are fleshly or worldly; i.e.: the Corinthian Church) is not that they have not believed, but that they willfully refuse to grow. They have had time to grow but have chosen not to. From Hebrews 5:12-14, Dillow, on page 317 characterizes carnal Christians by:

1. Refusal to grow for a period of time.

2. A lack of skill in the use of the word of righteousness 

3. Able to absorb only milk and not solid food

4. Spiritual dullness to a lack of meat

     “These four things would aptly describe a person whose faith is ‘dead’ (James 2:17). 

A Definition of Faith:

     “The teaching that goes by the name ‘Lordship Salvation’ is flawed at its core. By insisting that saving faith is an act of the will, it demolishes the biblical concept of faith as an essentially passive and assured reception of God’s truth. Biblical saving faith is a conviction or persuasion about what God says to us in the Gospel (Romans 4:21)… Once received as truth, i.e., believed, there is no room for man’s will to act. Faith and regeneration have already occurred…”

     “God’s will is active through the Word; our response is simply the passive one of confident and assured perception of the truth of the Gospel. God speaks and we believe” (Hodges, Page 32).

     I would say that even though believing and willing are activities of the mind they are not the same thing. Believing occurs first and then one wills or chooses to do something based on what they believe. Strictly speaking one does not choose to believe, though it may appear that way to us mortal humans. At some point one may choose to acknowledge his faith in Christ to the world, but the initial act of salvation, regeneration, redemption, etc. occurs simultaneously with faith not necessarily with the acknowledgement of it.
A Faith Alive and Active – Abundant Life

     “If we continue to present ourselves for His service and continue to enslave ourselves to Him, then, and only then, will we receive the benefits, sanctification and eternal life… eternal life is both a gift to faith and a reward (abundant life) in the future.” (Dillow, Page 186) Abundant eternal life is the reward to sanctification and obedience both now and in the future.

Faith Alone is Enough for Eternal Life, But Not Enough for Abundant Life.

Justification By Faith Alone and Justification By Faith and Works

     Justification (a legal declaration) is based on faith alone and is solely a work of God. Sanctification is uniformly presented in Scripture as a work of man and God (Philippians 2:12-13) and is achieved by faith and works.

Was not Abraham our father justified by works when he offered up Isaac his son on the altar? (James 2:21)

     Hodge talks about two kinds of justification. There is a justification that is by faith alone and another kind of justification that is by faith and works. “Of course, there is no such thing as a single justification by faith plus works… Paul can conceive of a sense in which people are justified by works. But, he insists, that is not the way people are justified before God. That is, it does not establish their legal standing before Him” (Hodge, Page 67). Abraham was justified by works, which can be seen before men.

     “Had Abraham not obeyed God in the greatest test of his life, he would still have been justified by faith… But by allowing that faith to be alive in his works, he attained an enviable title… In this way, he was also justified by works…”

     “When someone is justified by faith God imputes righteousness without works (Romans 4:6). But only God can see the spiritual transaction. When however, one is justified by works he or she achieves and intimacy with God that is manifest to others” (Hodge, Page 70).

Justification Before God

     Therefore, faith alone is ENOUGH for justification BEFORE GOD. NOTHING else is required. Justification or imputed righteousness is a gift received by faith alone. Forgiveness of sin is a gift received by faith alone made possible only by the expiation and propitiation of Christ on the cross. Some or any work is NOT the inevitable or necessary result of faith required for justification before God, to escape the horrors of hell, or to receive access into heaven. Faith alone is all that is needed to initially and conclusively receive salvation. Faith alone is ENOUGH for eternal salvation! 

Eternal Salvation is Received by Faith ONLY!

Salvation is by Faith that is Really and Truly ALONE!

Justification Before Men

     On the other hand, faith alone is NOT ENOUGH for justification BEFORE MEN. Faith and works are REQUIRED for sanctification, or practical righteousness—abundant life being the reward. Practical righteousness is not the inevitable or necessary results of faith alone, but is the results of faith and works—putting one’s faith to work. Sanctification is a cooperative program. Humans cooperate with the divine to bring about practical holiness. Practical righteousness is the earned result of abiding with Christ--diligent reading, meditation, and study of God’s Word, prayer, community fellowship and worship, and faithful service to Christ.

Eternal Life is Received as a Gift by Faith Alone!

Abundant Life is Earned by Faith and Works!

“Eternal Salvation—Justification--is by Faith Alone,

Temporal Salvation--Sanctification--is a Faith that is Not Alone”.

Practice What You Are

     The Word that is preached and heard by Christians shows them what they truly are in Christ and therefore, how they OUGHT to behave… this approach to Christian morality is a fundamental feature of the NT epistles. A believer begins by recognizing what he is by God’s grace and he then is commanded to behave accordingly (Hodges, Page 43). Therefore, it is more accurate to say,

“Salvation is by faith alone, but it is not a faith that OUGHT NOT be alone”

Phony Baloney Faith Not Aloney -- When Alone Does Not Mean Alone

     Some foolishly argue when talking about eternal salvation by making statements like, “Salvation is by faith alone, but it is not a faith that is alone”. 
 Uh? On the one hand they say, “Eternal salvation is not faith plus works”, but on the other hand, they say, “Works are included in faith”.
 Real faith includes (inevitably requires) at least some work. And ‘alone’ no longer really means ‘alone’, but actually means ‘some’.

FwAoIrTkHs AsLoOmNeE

     Can you see it? It may be hard to find works in faith at first, but its there!

     What do you add to ‘alone’ for it to be no longer ‘alone’? Anything! If faith is ‘alone’ then it is: alone; unaccompanied; by itself; on its own; single-handedly; unaided; without help; lonesome; solitary, NOTHING BUT – this according to “The Synonym Finder”.

     ‘Some’ is: a number of; a quantity of; a little; a few; several; various. “Some” is not alone! The antonym of some is none!

     For ‘alone’ to mean anything other than ‘alone’, where ‘alone’ includes ‘some’, one must leave the realm of rational thoughts and enter into the “Twilight Zone”. It must apparently have a mystical meaning that is not found in any human dictionary. Alone either has a ‘out of this world understanding’ or it is utter lunacy to define nothing as including something. It must be some kind of new math equation where ‘alone’ means 0 + 1 = 0. Not only is this not sound doctrine it not even sound thought! 

Bait and Switch – Back Loading the Gospel

    Statements like this, “Salvation is by faith alone, but is not a faith that is alone” is intellectually and theological dishonest. Many presenters of the Gospel say, “Come, JUST as you are”; “JUST believe”; ONLY believe; SIMPLY believe”. Then later say, “O, by the way, you must do some works or else you did not REALLY believe. You may have believed, but you did not REALLY believe, because real faith is something you do.” --“We have this great deal! It absolutely Free! For the first three months”-- This is more cult like, in that like the cults, people are told one thing up front and then only later does someone find out what the cult is really about.

So Why Do Modern Evangelical Make such Nonsensical Statements?

Latter Reformer and Puritan Tradition – The early Reforms, like Luther and Calvin, did not believe, nor teach that believers must prove their salvation by their works. Including works in faith was an over reaction by later Reformers to accusations from the Catholic Church that Reform teaching contributed a lacks of morals. This teaching is entrenched in Reform/Puritan and Modern Evangelical teaching in order to answer the problem of antinomianism -- literally “without law”.

Antinomian Phobia – Modern Evangelicals are extremely afraid of being accused of being antinomian that is, “being without law and order”. They are afraid if we actually tell people they can receive eternal life by faith that is really and truly alone + nothing, then they will have a license to do as they please. “We can’t do that, people will abuse God’s grace”. People will reason, “You mean, I can sin all I want and still get to heaven, lets sin and let the good times roll!” But that is exactly the kind of reaction that people had to the preaching of Paul’s gospel (Roman 6:1, 15). If the gospel we preach cannot be misunderstood as being antinomian then we are not preaching the same gospel Paul preached. 

     It is true, every sin a believer sins in Christ is eternally forgiven. No eternally punitive action will be taken against us! However, this does not mean that a Christian will not face sever temporal disciplinary action by his heavenly Father for willful disobedience both or either in this life or the next. Each one of us will stand before Christ and have to answer for every thought and action (Romans 14:10; 2 Corinthians 5:10). Those who faithfully serve Christ will receive the honor of having Christ say, “Well done, good and faithful servant”. Worthless slaves will not receive such honor, but will instead experience the sever quilt of regret, at least temporarily (Matthew 22:11:14; 25:30). It is only at the creation of the new heaven and the new earth, after the millennium, that God will wipe away every tear and sorrow (Revelation 21:4).

A True Story – An Unfortunate Example

     A number of years ago that a Coral Springs, FL, teenage girl, a believer in Christ, (at least she professed to be) came to ask her pastor, -- I am paraphrasing here-- “What if I did something really awful, can I still go to heaven?” He said, “Of course, salvation is not based on what you do”. In hindsight the pastor did not realize how serious she really was, that she was actually going to do something really awful. Shortly afterwards she stabbed her stepmother to death with a kitchen knife over a boyfriend. Again in hindsight and in all fairness to the pastor, what he ought to have said or could have said, “Yes, you can even commit some awful sin and still go to heaven, but you may still not want to kill your mother, least you spend the rest of your physical life in prison”. 

Motivation – Modern Evangelicals are extremely afraid that if they don’t tell people they must prove their salvation by their works they will not be motivate to do them.  However, if knowing your saved, or knowing you have real faith, is by faith + works/lifestyle then, no one can really known whether they are truly saved, because no one can really no whether or not they have done enough works/lifestyle to prove it. How much is enough? How much works/lifestyle do you need to know with certainty that you are saved? If a Christian was to take the test and look at his life honestly, (take a test of faith to see if he has enough works in his life to get to heaven) he’s got to find some shortfall somewhere, sometime, which can only result in doubt, and if he ponders on it long enough, can only lead to despair and hopelessness. He will have to throw up his arms in frustration and say why bother: “I cannot do enough”. All assurance is lost and all motivation to do good works has been lost as well. In the final analysis those who attempt to convince people to “prove one’s salvation by their works” actually help to contribute to the very spiritual complacency that they despise so much. 
     Ultimately knowing whether you are eternally saved can only be by faith alone! The only true motive for doing good works is resting on the assurance that one is already saved by faith that is really and truly alone. Motivation to serve Christ comes from knowing one will receive rewards of affirmation, promotion, and celebration (Matthew 25:29-30).

The Solution -- Putting Your Faith to Work, Rather Than Working to Prove Your Faith.

     Some church leaders today believe spiritual dullness has reached epidemic proportions and I would agree. The cure is to challenge dull and lazy Christians to put their faith to work rather than working to prove their faith. The purpose for which the apostle Paul labored and strove was to proclaim Christ – he went into all the world and proclaimed the Gospel. However, his efforts did not end with proclamation. His labor and striving continued, admonishing every man and teaching every man with all wisdom. Why? So that he may present every man complete in Christ (Col 1:28-29). In fact his prayers were even more frequent and intensified for those who had already believed:

“Since the day we heard of it--the Colossians faith in Christ-- we have not ceased to pray for you and to ask that you may be filled with the knowledge of His will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding, so that you will walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, to please Him in all respects, bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in the knowledge of God…” (Colossians 1:9-12)

Proclaim Justification by Faith Alone in Christ Alone and Teach Sanctification by Faith and Works!

� This is a statement that I once believed and even taught myself, but has now come to reject


� Others also included with good works, commitment or willingness to serve – you must give your whole life to Christ from the start; repentance from all sin, not just confession of sin, but visual demonstration of actually turning from sinful behavior, and who knows what else.





