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Titus 1:16 (NKJV) “They profess to know God, but in works they deny Him, being abominable, disobedient, and disqualified for 
every good work.” 
 
Romans 3:28 (ESV) “For we hold that one is justified by faith apart from works of the law.” 
 
James 2:24 (ESV) “You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone.” 
 
James 1:27 (NKJV) “Pure and undefiled religion before God and the Father is this: to visit orphans and widows in their trouble, 
and to keep oneself unspotted from the world.” 
 
 
 
I.       An Explanation (v. 20) 
 

James 2:20 (ESV) “Do you want to be shown, you foolish person, that faith apart from works is useless?” 
 
James 2:15-16 (NKJV) “15 If a brother or sister is naked and destitute of daily food, 16 and one of you says to them, ‘Depart 
in peace, be warmed and filled,’ but you do not give them the things which are needed for the body, what does it profit?” 
 
Matthew 7:16-20 (NKJV) “16 You will know them by their fruits. Do men gather grapes from thorn bushes or figs from 
thistles? 17 Even so, every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree bears bad fruit. 18 A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, 
nor can a bad tree bear good fruit. 19 Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. 20 

Therefore by their fruits you will know them.” 
 
Matthew 25:34-36 (NKJV) “34 Then the King will say to those on His right hand, 'Come, you blessed of My Father, inherit 
the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world: 35 for I was hungry and you gave Me food; I was thirsty and 
you gave Me drink; I was a stranger and you took Me in; 36 I was naked and you clothed Me; I was sick and you visited Me; 
I was in prison and you came to Me.'” 
 
1 Corinthians 3:13 (NKJV) “each one's work will become clear; for the Day will declare it, because it will be revealed by 
fire; and the fire will test each one's work, of what sort it is.” 
 
Ephesians 2:10 (NKJV) “For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 
beforehand that we should walk in them.” 
 
Galatians 5:6b (NIV) “The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love.” 

 
 
 
 
II.      Two Illustrations (vv. 21-25) 
 

A. Abraham (vv. 21-24) 
 

Justification (dikaioo)—to declare and treat a person as righteous (in right standing) before God  
 
Romans 3:24 (NKJV) “being justified freely by His grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.” 
 
Justification (dikaioo) —vindication or proof or evidence of righteousness 



1 Timothy 3:16a (NKJV) “And without controversy great is the mystery of godliness: God was manifested in the flesh, 
justified in [by] the Spirit…” 
 
Genesis 15:4-6 (ESV) “4 And behold, the word of the LORD came to him: ‘This man shall not be your heir; your very 
own son shall be your heir.’ 5 And He brought him outside and said, “Look toward heaven, and number the stars, if you 
are able to number them.’ Then He said to him, ‘So shall your offspring be.’ 6 And he believed the LORD, and He 
counted it to him as righteousness.” 
 
Hebrews 11:17-19 (NKJV) “17 By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac, and he who had received the 
promises offered up his only begotten son, 18 of whom it was said, ‘In Isaac your seed shall be called,’ 19 concluding 
that God was able to raise him up, even from the dead, from which he also received him in a figurative sense.” 
 
Romans 3:28 (ESV) “For we hold that one is justified by faith apart from works of the law.” 
 
 
“So Paul and James agree. In God’s court, believers are justified at the moment they believe. When they trust in 
Christ as Lord and Savior, their sin is laid on Christ and Christ’s righteousness is imputed to them. Yet works also 
justify in this secondary sense: they vindicate God’s declaration that we are right with Him. They prove that we are 
alive in Christ.”                                                                                                                                         —Daniel Doriani 

 
 
 

B. Rahab (v. 25) 
 

Joshua 2:9-11 (NKJV) “9 and said to the men: ‘I know that the LORD has given you the land, that the terror of you 
has fallen on us, and that all the inhabitants of the land are fainthearted because of you. 10 For we have heard how the 
LORD dried up the water of the Red Sea for you when you came out of Egypt, and what you did to the two kings of 
the Amorites who were on the other side of the Jordan, Sihon and Og, whom you utterly destroyed. 11 And as soon as 
we heard these things, our hearts melted; neither did there remain any more courage in anyone because of you, for 
the LORD your God, He is God in heaven above and on earth beneath.’” 
 
Matthew 1:5-6a (NKJV) “5 Salmon begot Boaz by Rahab, Boaz begot Obed by Ruth, Obed begot Jesse, 6 and Jesse 
begot David the king.”  
 
 
 
 
 

 
III.     An Application (v. 26) 
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   Titus 1:16 (NKJV) summarizes the warning that James is expressing in James 2:14-26. “They profess 

to know God, but in works they deny Him, being abominable, disobedient, and disqualified for every 

good work.” The devil doesn’t care which side of the Gospel horse you fall off as long as you just fall off. 

He doesn’t care if you fall off the Gospel horse on the side that says “salvation must be earned by good 

works”, or if you fall off on the side that says “good works following salvation are optional”. As we saw 

in the last message (and will see even more clearly today), Paul’s burden was those who fall off the 

Gospel horse on the side that says you must at least partially earn your salvation by your works. James’ 

burden was those who fall off the other side of the Gospel horse by saying that works following salvation 

are optional. Throughout Christian history there are those who have seen Paul and James as opponents 

fighting against each other and even contradicting each other. At a surface glance, I see how careless 

interpreters of the Word of God could come to that conclusion. Compare these two verses that each 

summarizes the burden of these two leaders in the early church. Paul wrote in Romans 3:28 (ESV) “For 

we hold that one is justified by faith apart from works of the law.” James wrote in James 2:24 (ESV) 

“You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone.” On the surface, that certainly seems 

like a contradiction. However, when we see the context of both books (Romans and James) we see that 

Paul and James were not enemies; they were soldiers in the same army standing back to back fighting 

enemies of the Gospel that were trying to destroy it from two different directions. Paul was fighting 

against those who said that salvation must be earned by the good works of keeping the law. James was 

fighting against what some call today, “easy believism” that reduced Christianity to nothing more than 

giving assent to certain truths. Not only did those to whom James was speaking correctly believe that 

works cannot earn salvation, they also incorrectly believed that good works did not necessarily follow 

salvation. James says, “No, good works like those described in James 1:27 “…. visiting orphans and 

widows in their trouble, and keeping oneself unspotted from the world” always follow true salvation.  

   Which of those battles are we fighting today? I think that we are fighting both. Every false religion is a 

religion of works salvation. Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, and lots of other isms all teach that we must earn 

whatever they teach is the ultimate attainment – Paradise, nirvana, or oneness with all things. Even 

Roman Catholicism in their official doctrines teaches that salvation is by grace through faith, but not 

grace alone through faith alone. It is grace through faith plus our cooperating works or merit. On the other 

hand the easy believism that treats salvation as just giving mental assent to some facts and that treats the 

lordship of Christ and a changed life that follows salvation as optional is widespread in especially 

American Christianity and especially in the Bible belt. James calls disregarding the lordship of Christ and 

the works that follow, “dead faith”.  

   Let’s look carefully at these controversial verses and seek to “rightly divide the Word of truth” (2 Tim 

2:15).  

 

I.       An Explanation (V20)  

   James 2:20 (ESV) “Do you want to be shown, you foolish person, that faith apart from works is 

useless?” This is some strong language. James is saying that the faith that is not evidenced by good works 

is useless because it is dead. A useless, dead faith is not saving faith.  

   We need to keep in mind here that James is not contrasting mature faith with immature faith; he is not 

talking about degrees of genuine faith. James is talking about a false faith that doesn’t save anyone versus 

true faith that has brought genuine salvation. Saving faith results in a changed life. If there is no changed 

life the so called faith is dead and useless. This useless, dead faith may say the right things, but that talk 

without action makes mockery of the people genuine faith would be taking action to help. We saw the 

example James gives of that mockery in the last message. James 2:15-16 (NKJV) “
15 

If a brother or sister 

is naked and destitute of daily food, 
16 

and one of you says to them, ‘Depart in peace, be warmed and 

filled,’ but you do not give them the things which are needed for the body, what does it profit?” This is 

strong teaching that we need to pay careful attention to! James, was saying nothing novel or new. Listen 

to what Jesus said in Matthew 7:16-20 (NKJV) “
16 

You will know them by their fruits. Do men gather 

grapes from thorn bushes or figs from thistles? 
17 

Even so, every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree 



bears bad fruit. 
18 

A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, nor can a bad tree bear good fruit. 
19 

Every tree that 

does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. 
20 

Therefore by their fruits you will know 

them.” When Jesus is speaking about how those in the end days who truly know Him will be revealed or 

evidenced, notice that it will be by their works. Matthew 25:34-36 (NKJV) “
34 

Then the King will say to 

those on His right hand, 'Come, you blessed of My Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the 

foundation of the world: 
35 

for I was hungry and you gave Me food; I was thirsty and you gave Me drink; I 

was a stranger and you took Me in; 
36 

I was naked and you clothed Me; I was sick and you visited Me; I 

was in prison and you came to Me.'”  

   Those who like to pit Paul and James against each other as opponents show an ignorance of what Paul 

(inspired by the Spirit of God) said about the importance of works. Listen to just a small amount of what 

he said. In the context of explaining the Judgment Seat of Christ where the Christians’ works will be 

judged, Paul says in 1 Corinthians 3:13 (NKJV) “each one's work will become clear; for the Day will 

declare it, because it will be revealed by fire; and the fire will test each one's work, of what sort it is.” 

Ephesians 2:10 (NKJV) “For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, [not by 

good works] which God prepared beforehand that we should walk in them.” Galatians 5:6b (NIV) “The 

only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through [acts of] love [works].” Paul believed that works 

follow saving faith as strongly as James did!  

   James, Paul, the other men used to write a part of the New Testament, as well as Jesus Himself all 

believed and taught that the only faith that truly saves is a faith that works. 

 

II.      Two Illustrations (V21-25) 

   James proceeds to illustrate what he is teaching by using two characters from Israel’s history – Abraham 

and Rahab. You could not find two more different persons. Think about the contrast of these two 

historical characters. Abraham was a Jew; Rahab was a Gentile. Abraham was a godly man while Rahab 

was a sinful woman. Abraham was called “the friend of God” and Rahab was a Canaanite, a people 

marked by God for destruction because of their centuries of ungodliness. Yet, both Abraham and Rahab 

illustrate saving faith – faith evidenced by works. 

A.   Abraham (V21-24) 

   The first thing that we must focus on is understanding the meaning of the word “justify” or “justified”. 

The Greek word translated “justified” (dikaioo) can be used in two ways. It can mean counted righteous 

by faith. In other words, it can mean to declare and treat a person as righteous (in right standing) 

before God. This is the sense that Paul most frequently used this word. An example is Romans 3:24 

(NKJV) “being justified freely by His grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus”. Here justified 

means to be counted righteous before God. This Greek word can also mean vindication or proof or 

evidence of righteousness. Paul uses the word this way in 1 Timothy 3:16a (NKJV) “And without 

controversy great is the mystery of godliness: God was manifested in the flesh, justified in [by] the 

Spirit…” Here the word “justified” means to vindicate (show to be correct). It is even translated 

“vindicated” in the ESV translation of 1 Timothy 3:16. The Holy Spirit vindicated that Jesus was truly 

God the Son. In other words, the Holy Spirit vindicated, justified as true the claim that Jesus was God 

manifested in the flesh. This was the way James is using the word justified in our text. Abraham’s 

salvation was vindicated by his works – specifically the work of being willing to offer his son Isaac as a 

sacrifice on the altar. James was not speaking of Abraham’s salvation. Abraham was saved years before 

the time he was willing to give his son as a sacrifice to God.  James speaks of Abraham’s salvation in 

verse 23. He is quoting from Genesis 15:4-6 (ESV) “
4 

And behold, the word of the LORD came to him 

[Abraham]: ‘This man [his servant] shall not be your heir; your very own son shall be your heir.’ 
5 

And 

He brought him outside and said, ‘Look toward heaven, and number the stars, if you are able to number 

them.’ Then he said to him, ‘So shall your offspring be.’ 
6 

And he believed the LORD, and He counted it 

to him as righteousness [that is a definition of justification in relation to salvation].” That was where 

Abraham was saved! The word translated “counted” is a legal and financial term. In other words, 

Abraham’s righteousness bank account was empty, but when he responded to God’s promise with faith, 



his righteousness account was filled up with the righteousness given by God and that would be earned by 

Christ some 2000 years later at the cross. God imputed righteousness to Abraham’s account because 

Abraham responded to God’s promise with faith. It was many years later (some say as many as 30 years) 

that God gave Abraham instructions to sacrifice his son Isaac. In case you are not aware of that amazing 

incident in Abraham’s life, read Genesis 22 and prepare to be blessed. We looked in depth as this passage 

in the PM service on 2-8-15 as we were studying the names of God in the Scripture. Never has there been 

such a display of faith as when Abraham was willing to sacrifice his son Isaac even though all of the 

promises from God for a deliverer, a Savior, were tied up in Isaac. The New Testament tells us how 

Abraham finally reconciled this in his mind. Hebrews 11:17-19 (NKJV) “
17 

By faith Abraham, when he 

was tested, offered up Isaac, and he who had received the promises offered up his only begotten son, 
18 

of 

whom it was said, ‘In Isaac your seed shall be called,’ 
19 

concluding that God was able to raise him up, 

even from the dead, from which he also received him in a figurative sense.” This is amazing since there 

was no record of God ever raising anyone from the dead before or during Abraham’s time. Abraham 

knew God; He trusted God to provide even though He didn’t how that provision would come. James was 

not saying that Abraham was saved as a result of his obedience in being willing to sacrifice his son; the 

willingness to sacrifice Isaac vindicated the genuineness of his salvation many years earlier with the work 

of obeying God even when he didn’t understand and couldn’t reconcile what God told him to do and the 

promises God made that would be fulfilled through Isaac.  

   What does it mean in verse 22 when it says that “…by works faith was made perfect”? The words 

“made perfect” means to bring to maturity. As our faith leads to works of obedience, our faith deepens 

and matures. Faith and works don’t mix at all in the attainment of salvation, but faith and works must 

occur together to bring spiritual maturity into our lives.  

   There is absolutely no contradiction between what Paul said about justification and what James said 

about justification. Paul was using justification in Romans 3:28 (ESV) where he said, “For we hold that 

one is justified by faith apart from works of the law”, to refer to justification as being declared righteous 

before God through faith. James, in James 2:21 is using “justified” in the sense that Abraham’s saving 

faith was vindicated by his work of obedience in being willing to sacrifice Isaac on the altar.  

   Allow me to share a quote to summarize what we have been saying. “So Paul and James agree. In God’s 

court, believers are justified at the moment they believe. When they trust in Christ as Lord and Savior, 

their sin is laid on Christ and Christ’s righteousness is imputed to them. Yet works also justify in this 

secondary sense: they vindicate God’s declaration that we are right with Him. They prove that we are 

alive in Christ.” [Daniel Doriani, James, Reformed Expository Commentary, Page 95].  

   Verse 24 is a summary statement. James is saying that a person’s testimony of faith is vindicated by 

works flowing out of a saved life. Our greatest testimony of being justified by faith alone in Christ alone 

is a life of obedient works flowing out of a heart of gratitude to the one who has saved us by His grace 

apart from our works. Abraham was justified by a faith which works.  

B.   Rahab (V25) 

   As I pointed out in the introduction, there is quite a contrast between Abraham and Rahab. Abraham 

was like the George Washington of Israel. He was more respected that anyone in Jewish history. Rahab, 

from a human perspective was a rather minor player in Israel’s history. James in his illustration moves 

from a patriarch to a prostitute. We can read about Rahab in Joshua 2. After the Israelites left Egypt and 

wandered in the desert for 40 years, they were finally ready to enter Canaan under Joshua’s leadership. 

Before the invasion of the first city in their path (Jericho), Joshua sent two spies to check out this fortified 

city. The spies entered the city of Jericho and went to the house of Rahab, which was the logical place to 

go because her house was on the outer wall of the city. Besides, who would question a prostitute for 

entertaining strangers to the town? Somehow the king of Jericho heard of the spies and commanded 

Rahab to give the spies to him. Instead, she hid the spies on the roof and refused to give them over to the 

king. She told the king’s men that the spies had left and the king’s men pursued them. Rahab then went up 

to the Israelite spies and disclosed why she had hidden them. Joshua 2:9-11 (NKJV) “
9 

and said to the 

men: ‘I know that the Lord has given you the land, that the terror of you has fallen on us, and that all the 



inhabitants of the land are fainthearted because of you. 
10 

For we have heard how the Lord dried up the 

water of the Red Sea for you when you came out of Egypt, and what you did to the two kings of the 

Amorites who were on the other side of the Jordan, Sihon and Og, whom you utterly destroyed. 
11 

And as 

soon as we heard these things, our hearts melted; neither did there remain any more courage in anyone 

because of you, for the Lord your God, He is God in heaven above and on earth beneath.’” What an 

amazing faith with so little revelation. Here is the point that James is making. Her faith was vindicated by 

her actions of hiding the spies. But there is more She manifested her faith by asking the men to insure that 

when Israel defeated Jericho that they would spare her and her extended family. They gave her 

instructions that when the time came she should gather her family into the house and put a scarlet cord in 

her window so that the Israelite invaders would know to protect those in that house. This was further 

vindication of her faith by works. Rahab, like Abraham showed that genuine faith works. An intellectual 

acceptance that the God of Israel was the one true God was not enough. She evidenced genuine faith by 

hiding the spies and helping them escape and asking them when they defeated the city that they would 

spare her family. Incidentally, God was so pleased with Rahab’s faith that He put her in the linage of 

Christ. In Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus, he starts with Abraham in Matthew 1:2. Allow me to start in 

Matthew 1:5-6a (NKJV) “
5 

Salmon begot Boaz by Rahab, Boaz begot Obed by Ruth, Obed begot Jesse, 
6 

and Jesse begot David the king.”  

   From the illustration of Rahab, we learn that the faith that justifies is vindicated or evidenced by works.  

 

III.     An Application (V26) 

In his application, James is saying that faith and works are as vital to one another in the spiritual realm as 

the body and the spirit are to one another in the natural realm. A body in a casket from which the spirit 

has departed is dead. You can’t give it life by dressing it up, baptizing it, or voting it into church 

membership. The spirit and soul have departed. The body is dead. Even so a professed faith without 

evidencing, validating works of obedience is not saving faith. It is just a sham. 

CONCLUSION 

   Perhaps for some of you here this morning, the Lord has a word for you that is through the apostle Paul. 

You are depending on works and good deeds for your salvation. You are working for the Lord and 

actually trusting in those works to make you in right relationship with God. Here is God’s word to you: 

Romans 3:28 (ESV) “For we hold that one is justified by faith apart from works of the law.” There are 

others of you who are trusting in a prayer you prayed, the baptism you experienced, or the public 

profession you made of believing all that the Bible says about Jesus. However when it comes to your 

daily life, you are no different from those you work with or go to school with who don’t even profess 

Christ. James has a word for you. James 2:20 (NKJV) “But do you want to know, O foolish man, that 

faith without works is dead?” 


