
A perfect faith, works! 
 
Good morning 
This morning I present you with a passage in scripture that has been a very controversial topic 
as it appears to contradict the teaching of Christ and of what the apostles reminded us of, that we are 
saved by grace through faith alone. 
Before we get into the word, it is vital that I remind you all of a certain truth: 

1. God can never contradict himself, EVER. 
Numbers 23:19 – 
 “God is not a man, that He should lie, 
Nor a son of man, that he should repent. 
 

Let’s turn to James 2:14-22, 
I’m reading from the English Standard Version but will also make references to more other translations 
as we go along. 
     14 What good is it, my brothers, if someone says he has faith but does not have works? The NIV 
refers to ' deeds' 
Can that faith save him? 
    15 If a brother or sister 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 that are needed for the body, what good is that? 
     17 So also faith by itself, if it does not have works, the NIV says if it isn’t accompanied by action,    
     it is dead. 
     18 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. 19 You believe that God is one, you do well.  
Even the demons believe and shudder! 
     20 Do you want to be shown, O foolish person, that faith apart from works is useless?    
     21 Was not Abraham our father justified by works when he offered Isaac, his  



     son on the altar? 22 You see that faith was active along with his works, and faith was completed by 
his works. 
      The NKJV uses perfect instead of completed. 
After reading James 2: 14-22, it appears that faith on its own, cannot save us and that works are 
necessary for salvation.  
This is so confusing. 
How can James say this? 
James and Paul appear to be saying opposite things, let’s have a look at what Paul says in 
 Ephesians 2: 8-9 
8 For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith- and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of 
God.- 9 not by works , so that no one can boast. 
We believe that both the books of James and Ephesians are the words of God and we also believe that 
God cannot contradict himself.’ So……… what is the explanation? 
The explanation lies in the context of the scripture and the specific words that are used, bearing in mind 
that the New Testament was originally written in Greek. 
Let’s start with the context of James’ letter: 
Who was James writing to and about what?  
When James wrote this letter, he was not just known as an apostle and Jesus’ brother but he also held a 
high position in the early church.  James was one of the lead elders over all the churches in Jerusalem.   
3Unlike Paul who preached and wrote to the gentiles, James was writing to Jewish Christians. 
These believers, being Jews, were well schooled in the Old Testament. 
They were finding it difficult to understand which of the old ways and laws they were to keep or if any 
were to be kept at all. 
They were being persecuted, most of them were disowned by family and friends due them leaving the 
faith of Judaism. 
At this stage, many of them were being led into the ‘worldliness’ trap, meaning they failed to care for 
the needy, some were even becoming materialistic. 
James had to teach them that the talk of Christianity had to eventually lead into a walk of Christianity,  
just as Jesus showed while he was here on earth. 



That was the letter of James put into context. 
Before we delve into the key words, let’s first look at verse 14 again. 
 14 What good is it my brothers, if someone says he has faith but does not have works? Can that faith 
save him?  
James is dealing with 2 possible scenarios here, the one being when a person says or claims to be a 
believer, such as in the case of Simon the sorcerer, that is, they never really gave their heart to the Lord. 
This faith is claimed but not genuine and will soon be exposed. The love for God is missing in this 
relationship. 
James gives an illustration of this in verses 15 and 16. 
Hear how cold this response sounds to the person in need. 
This person is in desperate need and they get told to: 
‘Depart in peace, be warmed and filled’ 
If the respondent was in a position to give at that point, why not make an attempt to do so? 
If the respondent was not in a position to help, why not at least mention this? 
Understand that the people in this illustration are Christian brethren, they possibly even attended the 
same church. 
James would have been using an illustration of the place and time that he was in. 
This response is clearly one from a person that says that they are a believer but are in fact not.  
James is illustrating the absurdness of the situation. 
Could God’s child possibly act in this manner? 
The second scenario will be revealed once we have worked through the other verses.  
The passage is up on the screen and you will see that I have highlighted 2 words: 

1. Dead 
2. Completed or Perfect 

In verses 17, the word ‘dead’ is used. 
This ‘dead’ means useless and not ‘non-existent’. 
Take note of what the definition of ‘useless’ is: 



Useless – not fulfilling or not expected to achieve the intended purpose or desired outcome. 
So James is saying that faith without works is dead, useless, not fulfilling the intended purpose. 
What is the intended purpose? 
Again, all will be explained once we have discussed both words. 
The 2nd word is ‘completed’ or 'perfect' 
The Greek meaning used here for this ‘completed’ is: mature. 
The explanation is beginning to take shape and it goes like this: 
If our faith does not get put into action, action that is inspired by the Holy Spirit, we will not fulfil or 
achieve our purpose as Christians. 
Remembering that we are already saved by grace through faith alone. 
God’s purpose automatically becomes our purpose once we enter into a love relationship with Him. 
God’s purpose, our purpose, is to be mature Christians, to become Christ like. 
James gives an illustration in verse 21 of an event that these Jewish Christians would have been very 
familiar with. 
James tells of how Abraham was justified by works when he offered Isaac on the altar. 
This event had nothing to do with Abraham’s salvation as he was already saved 35 years prior to this 
event in Genesis 15:1 – And he believed the Lord, and he counted it to him as righteousness. 
Abraham was only asked to sacrifice Isaac in Genesis 22. 
The justification that is spoken of here is pointing to the fact that Abraham’s faith was maturing. 
He trusted God in whatever the situation and this showed by this act of works.  
What a relief to know that Paul and James did not contradict each other at all. 
To prove that Paul understood the relationship between faith and works, Paul actually went on to say in 
the very next verse, in Ephesians 2:10, that we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do 
good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. 
Our purpose is to be mature Christians, to become Christ like. 
Remember verse 14 in James 2? 
The 2nd possible scenario that James was building up to, was that of being a mature Christian. 



A mature Christian will always have good works to go with his/her faith. 
This is a process which is taught to us by the Holy Spirit.  
James was saying that faith will eventually be accompanied by good works which God has prepared for 
us to do. 
Philippians 1:6 speaks of how God will complete the good work which He began in you until the day of 
Christ.  
God is good and God is faithful! AMEN  
We are saved by grace through faith alone but good works will be added to our faith as we mature as 
Christians. God loved us first, and as we become more Christ like, we will do the good works that he has 
prepared for us to do, out of love for Him.  
My prayer and motivation for this church, is that we listen and obey the Holy Spirit and that we continue 
to grow in our faith. 
A mature faith is one that does this.  
It is a process and God will complete it if we are sensitive to the Holy Spirit.  
 
Thank you. 
 


