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2:26 ὥσπερ γὰρ τὸ σῶμα χωρὶς πνεύματος νεκρόν ἐστιν, οὕτως καὶ ἡ πίστις χωρὶς 
ἔργων νεκρά ἐστιν—“For just as the body without (the) spirit is dead, so also faith 
without deeds is dead.” James uses the conjunction γάρ as a marker of clarification.52 
Thereby James ties the forthcoming axiom to the preceding illustration of Rahab and 
her faith manifested in deeds, but he also more broadly ties together his entire argu-
ment from 2:14–25. The conjunction ὥσπερ is a “marker of similarity between events 
and states.”53 Here it stands in a protasis of comparison and anticipates the apodosis 
beginning with οὕτως, “just as … so also.” The definite article in ἡ πίστις may be ana-
phoric, referring back to the claimed “faith” introduced in 2:14 and further developed 
in intervening verses.54

Commentary
Introduction

The rhetorical markers and argumentation of 2:14–26 indicate individual 
units consisting of 2:14–17; 2:18–19; and 2:20–26. First, 2:14–17 appears self-
contained, since the words “what is the benefit?” (τί τὸ ὄφελος, 2:14) commence 
this unit and occur again in 2:16 to lead to the conclusion in 2:17. This first 
unit also introduces the conversation partners for 2:14–26: James, his brothers 
and sisters55 in the Christian community, and an imaginary person labeled τις, 
“someone,” who then more prominently reappears in 2:18–20. Since the rhetor-
ical question “what is the benefit?” (τί τὸ ὄφελος) and the role of an imaginary 
opponent are characteristics of Greek diatribe, many have asserted that James 
employs this rhetorical tool for his purposes in 2:14–26.56

Second, in 2:18–19, James creates a hard break with the strong conjunction 
ἀλλά, “but,” and then continues vivid conversation with the imaginary oppo-
nent to oppose the notion that true faith can exist without deeds.

Third, in 2:20–26, James encloses the unit with almost identical declara-
tions: “faith without deeds is useless” (ἡ πίστις χωρὶς τῶν ἔργων ἀργή ἐστιν, 
2:20) and “faith without deeds is dead” (ἡ πίστις χωρὶς ἔργων νεκρά ἐστιν, 
2:26). In the first declaration, James insists to the opponent how overwhelming 
evidence exists for its veracity (2:20). He then illustrates through the exam-
ples of Abraham (2:21–23) and Rahab (2:25) how faith was brought to fruition 

52 BDAG, s.v. γάρ, 2.
53 BDAG, s.v. ὥσπερ, a.
54 Wallace, Greek Grammar, 219.
55 See “a brother or sister” in 2:15.
56 E.g., Anderson, James, 59; Blomberg and Kamell, James, 128; Moo, James, 119; Ropes, 

James, 203; Watson, “James 2 in Light of Greco-Roman Schemes of Argumentation.” 
However, Burgee, “ ‘And Threw Them Thus on Paper’: Recovering the Poetic Form of James 
2:14–26,” argues that James’ rhetorical style more closely resembles a synagogue homily. 
Similarly, Davids, James, 12, states: “In fact, some classical scholars now question whether 
a distinct literary form of diatribe ever existed. Rather, certain features are found wherever 
discursive oral discourse is reduced to writing. There is no reason to suppose that the form of 
such discourse would be different in a Palestinian Jewish setting from that of a Greek setting.”
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through their deeds. Between these illustrations, James inserts this declaration 
to the brothers: “You see that a person is justified by deeds and not by faith 
alone” (2:24).

In 2:14–26, James parallels important themes from 2:1–13, thus creating a 
strong connection and continuation. In some of these parallels in 2:14–26, he 
writes with even greater intensity. First, in 2:1, James commences with a thesis 
that urges the brothers not to hold the faith with acts of favoritism. In the par-
allel theme text of 2:14, he more poignantly indicates that a faith without good 
deeds cannot save. Second, in 2:2–4, James illustrates his thesis by a depiction 
of discriminating treatment in deference to a well-dressed man and to spite a 
man with filthy clothing. In the parallel illustration in 2:15–17, James height-
ens the situation with the illustration of a poor Christian, a brother or sister in 
Christ, who is “inadequately clothed” and lacking food. Third, within the ear-
lier illustration (2:3), the “usher” places the poor man in a humiliating seat. In 
the parallel, James intensifies the illustration when congregation members des-
ecrate the liturgical setting by sending away the poor brother or sister without 
basic necessities to live.57 Fourth, in 2:5–12 and 2:20–26, James provides log-
ical evidence and scriptural proof for his thesis statements. Fifth, he uses the 
clause “you are doing well” (καλῶς ποιεῖς) in both sections (2:8, 19). Sixth, he 
concludes each section with a powerful aphorism (2:13, 26).58

This section of James (2:14–26) has been most controversial, since its 
doctrinal content might appear to contradict other parts of Sacred Scripture, 
especially Paul, in matters of faith, works, and justification. Most prominently 
James says: “You see that a person is justified by deeds and not by faith alone” 
(2:24). He also says: “Was not Abraham our father justified by deeds when he 
offered up his son Isaac on the altar?” (2:21). In contrast, Paul declares: “For 
we maintain that a person is justified by faith apart from works of the Law” 
(Rom 3:28). Regarding Abraham, Paul states: “For it was not through the Law 
that the promise was to Abraham and his seed that he would be the heir of the 
world but through the righteousness of faith” (Rom 4:13).

Although further exposition will appear in the commentary body, an intro-
ductory examination of the individual perspectives of James and Paul will begin 
to alleviate these apparent tensions. Paul and James do not speak in opposition 
to each other or in reaction to each other.59 Paul speaks from the perspective of 
how God regards us now as believers in Christ, that we are deemed righteous 
before God. As Paul opposes those who wish to insert human works of the 
Law into the equation of our standing before God, the apostle asserts that one 

57 See the commentary on 2:16.
58 Material in this paragraph is adapted from Varner, James, 272.
59 Allison, James, 426–52, is one of the most recent commentators to view James as intention-

ally at odds with Paul. Allison sees them as theological opponents and supposes that the book 
of James is specifically a negative response to the exegesis of Paul, possibly having been writ-
ten by James with the Pauline letters before him.
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is saved by grace through faith without any consideration of human works. 
Thus justification in the Pauline texts above pertains solely to one’s status in 
Christ before God. In contrast, James speaks from an eschatological perspec-
tive regarding the type of faith that, by grace, will stand at the final judgment.60 
James specifically opposes those who assert that faith can exist without deeds 
and that such faith will save (2:14). Jesus exhibits a perspective similar to that 
of James in the account of the final judgment of the sheep and the goats (Mt 
25:31–46). Whereas Paul rejects the prerequisite of works in obedience to the 
Law in order to become or remain righteous before God, James focuses on the 
necessity of works as a demonstration of faith after conversion. When James 
speaks of justification, he describes an eschatological validation of true faith that 
has manifested itself in deeds. Therefore, one must keep these individual per-
spectives vividly in mind when both James and Paul employ the terms “faith,” 
“deeds/works,” and “justify” in order to see their complementary arguments.61

The unanimity of James and Paul regarding faith and works must also 
be emphasized. With Paul, James wholeheartedly declares that regeneration 
occurs as a gift of God without human effort. In 1:17–18, James describes God 
as the source of all good gifts, particularly the gift of salvation. He depicts that 
regeneration as a new birth by the Word of truth and totally as an act of God’s 
initiative. Moreover, in an assumed reference to Holy Baptism, James speaks 
of the precious name that “was pronounced/invoked” (a passive verb) over his 
recipients (2:7). Also regarding the eschaton, he describes “the crown of life” as 
a promised gift for those who persevere (1:12). He also credits “the implanted 
Word, which is able to save your souls” as the gift that will grant eschatolog-
ical salvation on the Last Day (1:21). Finally, James points to God’s mercy as 
the triumphant final Word in judgment (2:13). Paul then stands in harmony with 
James with the necessity of deeds to follow one’s regeneration: after justifica-
tion through faith alone in Romans 3–4, Paul details baptismal regeneration 
and the new life in Christ in Romans 6–8 and Romans 12–15. After Paul extols 
salvation by grace and through faith alone, “not by works,” in Eph 2:8–9, he 
immediately declares: “For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for 
good works [ἐπὶ ἔργοις ἀγαθοῖς], which God prepared beforehand, in order 
that we should walk in them” (Eph 2:10). Paul also declares that “our great God 
and Savior Jesus Christ … gave himself up for us, in order to ransom us from all 
lawlessness, and to purify for himself a people for his own possession, zealous 
for good works” (ζηλωτὴν καλῶν ἔργων, Titus 2:13–14; cf. Gal 5:6; Phil 1:6).

60 Hartin, James, 165–66; Jeremias, “Paul and James,” 371; Scaer, James, the Apostle of Faith, 
87–88.

61 Also, according to Augustine (On the Christian Life, 13), “Holy Scripture should be inter-
preted in a way which is in complete agreement with those who understood it and not in a 
way which seems to be inconsistent to those who are least familiar with it. Paul said that a 
man is justified through faith without the works of the law, but not without those works of 
which James speaks” (Bray, James, 1–2 Peter, 1–3 John, Jude, ACCS 11:30–31).
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Similarly, although Luther at times had issues with the book of James,62 he 
wholeheartedly advances the message of James when declaring the necessity 
of deeds flowing from faith in his preface to Romans:

O it is a living, busy, active, mighty thing, this faith. It is impossible for it not 
to be doing good works incessantly. It does not ask whether good works are 
to be done, but before the question is asked, it has already done them, and 
is constantly doing them. Whoever does not do such works, however, is an 
unbeliever. He gropes and looks around for faith and good works, but knows 
neither what faith is nor what good works are. Yet he talks and talks, with 
many words, about faith and good works.63

James Highlights Faith and Deeds by Initial Questions  
and an Illustration (2:14–17)

2:14 James commences this new unit with a biting, powerful question: 
“What is the benefit, my brothers, if someone claims to have faith but does not 
have deeds?” (τί τὸ ὄφελος, ἀδελφοί μου, ἐὰν πίστιν λέγῃ τις ἔχειν, ἔργα δὲ 
μὴ ἔχῃ;). As with 2:1 for 2:1–13, James here introduces his theme for the entire 
section of 2:14–26, as well as the present unit of 2:14–17. This question func-
tions as a strong declaration that faith without deeds certainly has no benefit, 
use, or value whatsoever. James closely echoes this thesis by declaring that such 
faith is “not able to save” (μὴ δύναται … σῶσαι, 2:14), is “dead” (νεκρά, 2:17, 
26), and is “useless” or “worthless” (ἀργή, 2:20).

James employs several rhetorical devices in this verse for effect. James asks 
the “brothers” and sisters to consider the position of an imaginary opponent 
whom James puts on display here and engages more poignantly in 2:18–20. 
To this end, James employs the interrogative τί τὸ ὄφελος, “what is the bene-
fit?” a piercing expression that otherwise occurs in biblical and extrabiblical 
moral dialogical contexts.64 James is concerned that this person has no deeds 
to accompany the claim to have faith. Therefore, the person’s claim to have 
faith may stop at that point and thus be a tenuous claim. For emphasis, James 
fronts this expression (τί τὸ ὄφελος) in a reversed conditional sentence; instead 
of “if … then,” the inference precedes the “if ” clause. This type of conditional 
sentence can introduce a hypothetical situation or person.65 However, “one of 

62 See “Luther and James” in the introduction.
63 AE 35:370. Lenski, James, 578, articulates these deeds as flowing from the Gospel: “James 

deals with gospel works, which ever evidence the presence of gospel faith, which, like 
this faith, glorify Christ alone, without which all claim of having true faith is spurious, a 
self-delusion.”

64 See the first textual note on 2:14, the textual note on 2:16, and the introduction to this com-
mentary section.

65 See the first textual note on 2:14.



247

The Gift of Faith without Deeds Is Dead

you” (τις … ἐξ ὑμῶν) in 2:16 shows James’ concern about a potential reality 
among the brothers and sisters to whom he writes.66

James then continues with a second question that also anticipates a negative 
answer: “That faith is not able to save him, is it?” (μὴ δύναται ἡ πίστις σῶσαι 
αὐτόν;). With the anaphoric use of the definite article ἡ, “that faith” or “that sort 
of faith,” James indicates that he is not referring to true faith in Christ. Trust in 
Christ, which is “faith” in the genuine sense, does “save”: on several occasions 
Jesus tells individuals, “Your faith has saved you” (ἡ πίστις σου σέσωκέν σε).67 
But James, rather, refers back to the spurious claim to have “faith” (πίστις) in 
2:14a. Similarly, he describes such questionable “faith” (πίστις) in 2:17, 20, 
24, 26, whereas he portrays true “faith” (πίστις) in a positive, robust, and active 
sense in 1:3, 6; 2:5; 5:15. Such true faith receives the mercies of Christ for for-
giveness and responds with deeds of mercy (2:13). In contrast, James speaks 
here of a type of “faith” that is not able to “save.” The immediate eschatological 
context of 2:12–13 suggests that here, too, James has in mind the final salvation 
in Christ at his parousia. James’ use of the verb “save” (σῴζω) in 4:12 supports 
the same understanding: “There is only one Lawgiver and Judge, the one who 
is able to save and to destroy” (εἷς ἐστιν ὁ νομοθέτης καὶ κριτὴς ὁ δυνάμενος 
σῶσαι καὶ ἀπολέσαι; cf. 5:20).68 So also the word “be able” (δύναμαι) in 2:14 
and 4:12 suggests a future event, which is most reasonably Christ’s return on 
the Last Day.69

2:15 In 2:15–16, James provides an illustration for his thesis in 2:14. This 
illustration consists of a complex conditional sentence (cf. 2:2–4) where the 
protasis or “if ” clause takes the vast majority of space and the apodosis appears 
only in the final biting words of 2:16 (identical to one in 2:14): “what is the ben-
efit?” (τί τὸ ὄφελος;). The protasis includes a description of a brother or sister 
in need (2:15), the verbal response of one member in the congregation (2:16a), 
and a scathing critique of the inaction (2:16b). As in 2:14, this type of Greek 
sentence (third class conditional introduced by ἐάν) can portray a hypothetical 
situation. This is confirmed by the likely hyperbolic description in the illustra-
tion. However, again, the inclusion of τις, “someone” (as in 2:14), here in the 
phrase τις … ἐξ ὑμῶν, literally, “someone of you” (2:16), suggests a connec-
tion with reality in the congregation; a few members do behave like this.

66 Augustine (On Continence, 14.13) notes James’ ultimate goal of leading any of the brothers 
and sisters who hold this position to repentance (in the broader sense, contrition and faith): “In 
order to help them, God has put fear in the hearts of believers, lest they think that they might 
be saved by faith alone, even if they continue to practice these evils” (Bray, James, 1–2 Peter, 
1–3 John, Jude, ACCS 11:28).

67 Mt 9:22; Mk 5:34; 10:52; Lk 7:50; 8:48; 17:19; 18:42. See also “faith,” πίστις, with σῴζω, 
“save,” in Acts 14:9; Eph 2:8; 1 Tim 2:15; cf. James 5:15.

68 Brosend, James and Jude, 72; Davids, James, 120; Lea, Hebrews and James, 286; Morgan, 
A Theology of James, 164–65; McKnight, James, 229.

69 Varner, James, 279.
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In this illustration, James portrays a sad situation of a poor brother or sister 
in Christ (ἀδελφὸς ἢ ἀδελφή), a member of the Christian community. This is 
one of the less common instances where a female “sister” in the faith expressly 
appears as a counterpart with a “brother” (cf. Rom 16:1; 1 Cor 7:15; 9:5; 1 Tim 
5:2; Philemon 2), although the generic term ἀδελφοί, “brothers,” which James 
uses often, likely refers to both male and female believers.70 James describes 
this brother or sister as “inadequately clothed” (γυμνός, which can also mean 
“naked”), that is, lacking proper attire for public appearance. The term’s associ-
ation with poverty (Rev 3:17), shame (LXX Gen 3:10; Ezek 16:7; Rev 3:17–18), 
and being deprived of an outer garment to stay warm at night71 indicates James’ 
desire to portray a situation of great need. The culminating description of “lack-
ing daily food” (λειπόμενοι ὦσιν τῆς ἐφημέρου τροφῆς, James 2:15) absolutely 
certifies the condition as dire and desperate.

2:16 In this verse, James continues the protasis or “if ” of the conditional 
sentence begun in 2:15. Having described the situation of a brother or sister in 
dire need, James also portrays the tragic, inappropriate response. If this were 
still purely part of a hypothetical illustration with no correlation to reality, James 
could have written something like “perhaps someone might say.”72 However, 
his words “and (if) one of you says to them” (εἴπῃ δέ τις αὐτοῖς ἐξ ὑμῶν) reveal 
the cancerous condition among the congregants. In other words, this is shock-
ingly a potential response—perhaps reflecting an actual response—by some in 
the Christian community.

The first part of that response is “go in peace” (ὑπάγετε ἐν εἰρήνῃ). On the 
surface, this gesture implies piously sharing the gift of wholeness and restored 
relationship given in Christ, who, after his resurrection, greeted his disciples 
with “peace to you” (Lk 24:36; Jn 20:19, 21, 26). After all, the OT frequently 
includes the expressions “go in peace”73 and “peace to you”74 as blessings 
and prayers to communicate divine favor. Also, Jesus, after performing an act 
of mercy, declares, “Your faith has saved you” (ἡ πίστις σου σέσωκέν σε), 
and then “Go in peace” (ὕπαγε εἰς εἰρήνην, Mk 5:34; πορεύου εἰς εἰρήνην, 
Lk 7:50; 8:48). The expression of “peace” is common in the interaction of NT 
Christians as they bring to mind what they received in Christ and share that 
with one another (Eph 6:23; Phil 4:9; 1 Thess 5:23). NT authors include the 
words “grace to you and peace” in letter greetings to commence with a note of 
the restored relationship in Christ.75 Later in James’ epistle, he characterizes 
the blessing of divine peace in 3:17–18 (εἰρηνική, εἰρήνη) in his description 

70 See the second textual note and the commentary on 1:2.
71 LXX Is 20:4; 58:7; Job 22:6; 24:7; Mt 25:36; Tobit 1:17; 4:16; cf. 2 Cor 11:27.
72 McCartney, James, 156.
73 E.g., Ex 4:18; Judg 18:6; 1 Sam 1:17; 25:35; 29:7; 2 Sam 15:9; cf. Judith 8:35.
74 E.g., Gen 43:23; Judg 6:23; 19:20; 1 Sam 20:21; Dan 10:19.
75 χάρις ὑμῖν καὶ εἰρήνη, e.g., Rom 1:7; 1 Cor 1:3; 2 Cor 1:2; Gal 1:3; 1 Thess 1:1; 1 Pet 1:2; 

2 Pet 1:2.
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of wisdom from above. The utterance of “peace,” a part of present Christian 
liturgies, may also have been a part of the (Christian synagogue) liturgy in the 
first century.76 Thus James may be reminding his recipients (who meet in their 
“synagogue,” 2:2) of the peace they share in this liturgical setting of receiving 
the gifts of Christ in his Word and Sacraments.77 However, in spite of the long 
history and tradition of using this expression to recall gracious divine action, 
the person in James 2:16 wrongly uses it to disguise ignoble human inaction. 
Johnson states the situation well: “It is not the form of the statement that is 
reprehensible, but its functioning as a religious cover for the failure to act.”78

The appalling response of this person, who is “one of you” (τις … ἐξ 
ὑμῶν), continues with the imperatives “be continually warmed and well fed” 
(θερμαίνεσθε καὶ χορτάζεσθε). The forms of those two verbs can be either 
middle or passive. The middle voice would involve encouragement for the poor 
brother or sister to take care of himself or herself (e.g., NRSV: “keep warm and 
eat your fill”). This is a heartless response because, although recognizing the 
dire need and utter helplessness of the brother or sister, the speaker insists on 
the impossible: that the poor sibling is able to provide what is needed. The pas-
sive voice, “be continually warmed and be continually well fed,” may indicate 
a pious-sounding prayer that God would attend to this person’s need.79 The 
passive translation is preferable (also ESV, NASB, KJV), since the previous 
expression, “go in peace,” may also make the assumption of divine intervention. 
The present tense of both imperative verbs indicates that the helpless person 
would continue to find or receive ongoing assistance without any action by the 
speaker.80

After superficial well wishes with a religious veneer, corresponding results 
appear. James gives a scathing criticism of the failure to take action: “But you do 
not give them the necessities of the body” (μὴ δῶτε δὲ αὐτοῖς τὰ ἐπιτήδεια τοῦ 
σώματος). The “one of you” intended the spiritual words to suffice but neglected 
to recall that God also created the body, redeemed the body in the risen Christ, 
and still sustains it.81 God now acts through the daily vocations of people to 

76 See Elert, Eucharist and Church Fellowship in the First Four Centuries, 81.
77 Scaer, James, the Apostle of Faith, 89. For additional evidence of the worship setting, Scaer 

mentions James’ liturgical awareness in the seating of rich and poor in the service (2:2–4) 
and the creedal formula in 2:19.

78 Johnson, James, 239.
79 E.g., McKnight, James, 231; Moo, James, 125.
80 Valerian of Cimiez, Sermons, 7.5, asserts:

Who does not hate this kind of [merely verbal] “mercy”? In it an idle piety flatters the 
sick with elegant language. Fruitless tears are offered to heaven. What does it profit 
to bewail another man’s shipwreck if you take no care of his body, which is suffer-
ing from exposure? What good does it do to torture your soul with grief over another’s 
wound if you refuse him a health-giving cup? (Bray, James, 1–2 Peter, 1–3 John, Jude, 
ACCS 11:28–29)

81 Luther says (LC II 13): “I hold and believe that I am a creature of God; that is, that he has 
given and constantly sustains my body, soul, and life, my members great and small, all the 
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care for our physical necessities. The speaker also forgets that Christ took on 
humanity and suffered every imaginable bodily discomfort, including poverty 
for us (2 Cor 8:9; Phil 2:6–8). Jesus also taught and exemplified deeds of mercy 
for the destitute.82 The speaker’s lack of empathy for the poor Christian shows 
a lack of identifying with the suffering and poverty of Christ.83 James’ tragic 
report of neglect (the last part of the protasis) then prepares for the apodosis: 
“what is the benefit?” (τί τὸ ὄφελος). Thus James declares the uselessness of 
such a kind of faith without deeds of mercy.84 In the repetition of this question 
from 2:14, James not only repeats the opening theme of this unit (2:14–17), but 
he also creates an inclusio with it. Additionally, since James inverts the position 
of this apodosis from its previous appearance at the beginning of the conditional 
in 2:14,85 he intensifies the rhetorical effect of these words by giving them the 
final biting impact.86

2:17 With the phrase οὕτως καί, “so also,” James alerts the reader/lis-
tener that he is drawing a conclusion from a previous illustration or metaphor 
(as with οὕτως καί in 1:11; 2:26; 3:5). Thus he is applying what he described 
in 2:14–16 regarding ἡ πίστις, “the faith,” that is, the disingenuous “faith” 
someone “claims” to have (2:14). The definite article on the noun here may be 
anaphoric, pointing back to 2:14, resulting in a potential translation of “that 
faith.” That is the specious type of faith, according to 2:14–16, that will deny 
the basic essentials of life to a person in dire need, utter biblical expressions 
and empty well-wishes to cover one’s indifference, and ultimately not be able 
to save one at the parousia. Although James provided examples in 2:15–16 of 
situations in which authentic faith would perform specific actions, he here gen-
eralizes such actions under the term “deeds,” which “that faith” lacks: “if it does 
not have deeds” (ἐὰν μὴ ἔχῃ ἔργα). The previous discussion in 2:1–13 indicates 
that the deeds James immediately (though not exclusively) has in mind can be 
described as “deeds of mercy.” With the isolating function of the prepositional 

faculties of my mind, my reason and understanding, and so forth; my food and drink, cloth-
ing, means of support, wife and child, servants, house and home, etc.”

82 Mt 5:13–16; 6:1–4; 9:2–8; Mk 1:40–44; Lk 7:11–17.
83 Also Symeon the New Theologian, Discourses, 6.10, says: “If we are ashamed to imitate 

Christ’s sufferings, which he endured for us, and to suffer as he suffered, it is obvious that 
we shall not become partakers with him in his glory. If that is true of us, we are believers in 
words only and not in deeds” (Bray, James, 1–2 Peter, 1–3 John, Jude, ACCS 11:29).

84 Similarly, Bede, Concerning the Epistle of St. James, declares: “It is obvious that words alone 
are not going to help someone who is naked and hungry. Someone whose faith does not go 
beyond words is useless. Such faith is dead without works of Christian love which alone can 
bring it back to life” (Bray, James, 1–2 Peter, 1–3 John, Jude, ACCS 11:28).

85 James 2:14 was a “reverse” conditional sentence because the apodosis was first and the “if ” 
clause of the protasis was second. James 2:15–16 has the usual order of a conditional sen-
tence, first the protasis and then the apodosis, so it is the inverse of 2:14.

86 Varner, James, 281–82.
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phrase stating that this lacking faith is “by itself ” (καθ᾽ ἑαυτήν),87 James repeats 
and emphasizes “if it does not have deeds.”

The final shocking blow occurs when he gives the verdict that such a faith 
as just articulated “is dead” (νεκρά ἐστιν). One should note that James here 
not only contrasts faith and deeds, but he additionally (and perhaps primarily) 
contrasts a dead faith with a living faith.88 This latter comparison creates addi-
tional irony and shock, since he just described regeneration as the gift of new 
life (1:18; see also “the crown of life” in 1:12). Therefore, James describes 
“that faith” not merely as lacking but virtually as the opposite of true faith. It 
is devoid of life, whereas God gives the gift of (new) life in Christ. As affirmed 
by other biblical writers, faith manifests its existence in deeds: “For in Christ 
Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision avails for anything, but only 
faith working through love” (Gal 5:6). “The one who does good is from God. 
The one who does evil has not seen God” (3 Jn 11).89

James Opposes a Faith without Deeds, as Proposed  
by an Opponent (2:18–19)

2:18 With the strong adversative conjunction “but” (ἀλλά), James indi-
cates that content in opposition to his summative remarks of 2:17 is forthcoming, 
and James then will also denounce the spoken content. By the repetition of 
“someone” (τις) from 2:14, 16, James plans to give continued voice to an oppo-
nent introduced in 2:14. Also here, the misled opponent receives voice with the 
same verb, λέγω, “say” (here ἐρεῖ, future), as in 2:14 (λέγῃ), to utter his duplic-
itous claim. This verse has received much scholarly attention, particularly on 
the matter of where the opponent’s words end and where James’ words begin. 
Does the opponent say only, “You have faith” or also “and I have deeds,” or 
does the quote extend even further? Also, how could an opponent, who seems 
to place priority on faith above deeds, focus on his own deeds with the assertion 
“and I have deeds” (κἀγὼ ἔργα ἔχω) in 2:18? Such an assertion would seem 
to be by James in support of his own position (2:17). The lack of punctuation 
in the original Greek manuscripts contributes to the uncertainty of interpreting 
this verse. Allison has noted up to thirteen proposed solutions, none of which 

87 See the textual note on 2:17.
88 See Varner, James, 285.
89 In his exposition of Heb 11:6, Luther cites James 2:17 as he distinguishes true faith in Christ 

from a mere assent of reason that God exists (AE 29:235):

But such human faith is just like any other thought, art, wisdom, dream, etc., of man. 
For as soon as a trial assails, all those things immediately topple down. Then neither 
reason nor counsel nor faith has the upper hand. Ps. 107:27 says: “They reeled like 
a drunken man, and all their wisdom was swallowed up.” For this reason the apostle 
James calls this faith “dead” (2:17).

 Luther also cites 2:17 (and 2:26) in The Disputation concerning Justification (1536), which 
mainly pertains to Rom 3:28. In Argument XII, Luther says (AE 34:175–76): “We say that 
justification is effective without works, not that faith is without works. For that faith which 
lacks fruit is not an efficacious but a feigned faith.”
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comes without notable difficulty.90 Among the various positions, two seem most 
viable.91 The second appears to be preferable and to cause the least difficulty in 
the context.

A first position understands that the interlocutor acts as an opponent and 
speaks only the first three Greek words of the quote, framed as a question to 
James: “Do you [James] have faith?” (σὺ πίστιν ἔχεις;). With these words, 
the interlocutor casts doubt on James’ faith in view of his previous empha-
sis on deeds (2:14–17). James then responds by speaking the next three Greek 
words, “and I also have deeds” (κἀγὼ ἔργα ἔχω). Thus James affirms with 
“also” that he has faith and then asserts that he also has deeds that demonstrate 
the existence of faith. James then continues with a demand to the opponent, 
“Show me your faith apart from deeds” (δεῖξόν μοι τὴν πίστιν σου χωρὶς τῶν 
ἔργων), whereas James will demonstrate their organic connectivity: “And to you 
I will show my faith from my deeds” (κἀγώ σοι δείξω ἐκ τῶν ἔργων μου τὴν 
πίστιν).92 Indeed, although this proposal avoids the tension of the interlocutor 
agreeing with James by saying “and I have deeds” (κἀγὼ ἔργα ἔχω), it comes 
with other serious issues. If the interlocutor doubts that James does have true 
faith, he would more likely introduce the question with the particle μή, which 
is absent. Also, in the next three Greek words, the crasis κἀγώ (καί plus ἐγώ), 
“and I,” would then hardly introduce a retort by James as a different speaker.

A second and preferred proposal has significant scholarly support and 
allows this verse to fit nicely into its context. According to this proposal, all 
six of the aforementioned Greek words are spoken by the opponent: “You have 
faith, and I have deeds” (σὺ πίστιν ἔχεις, κἀγὼ ἔργα ἔχω). However, within 
the quote, the pronouns σύ, “you,” and ἐγώ, “I,” do not specifically pertain to 
the opponent or to James. Rather, the pronouns are akin to “one person” and 
“another person.”93 Such generalized usage of Greek pronouns occurs prom-
inently in, for example, the Cynic Teles.94 By these pronouns, the opponent 
refers to two general positions in the debate: some emphasize faith, while oth-
ers emphasize deeds. The opponent alleges that both of these two sides are 
viable expressions of Christianity. The opponent might also claim support for 
such compartmentalization in the varied spiritual gifts, since one gift is “faith” 

90 Allison, James, 469–71.
91 One additional major category of solving this issue involves interpreting the interlocutor of 

2:18 as an ally of James (e.g., Adamson, James, 124–25, 135–37; Mayor, James, 99–100; 
Mussner, Jakobusbrief, 136–38). However, the conjunction ἀλλά, “but,” at the start of 2:18, 
almost always introduces an opposing position. In addition, it seems quite odd that James 
would introduce another, sympathetic interlocutor in 2:18 after a previous one who opposes 
him (2:14). Therefore, the notion of an ally here appears untenable.

92 Cargal, Restoring the Diaspora, 125–26; Edgar, Has God Not Chosen the Poor? 170–71; 
Hort, James, 60–61; Varner, James, 291–92.

93 Dibelius, James, 155–58; Hartin, James, 151; Johnson, James, 240; McKnight, James, 236–39; 
Ropes, James, 208–10.

94 Cited in Stobaeus, Greek Anthology, 3:1, 98.
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(Rom 12:3; 1 Cor 12:9). If so, the opponent might posit that some Christians 
can have the gift of faith without necessarily also having the gift of deeds. Such 
a position fits well in the broader debate in this context regarding an emphasis 
on faith or deeds. The main problem with this argument is the irregular treat-
ment of the two pronouns in “you have faith, and I have deeds,” in part because 
these two pronouns immediately resume their typical function in the subse-
quent words of James: literally, “Show to me [μοι] your [σου] faith, … and I 
[κἀγώ] to you [σοι] will show.”

After the opponent (according to the preferred proposal) asserts that an 
emphasis on either faith or deeds is a viable expression of Christianity, James 
denies this separation. For James the main issue is the existence of faith, and 
the visible evidence of that faith necessarily occurs in one’s actions. Therefore, 
James offers the following challenge to the opponent: “Show me your faith 
apart from deeds” (δεῖξόν μοι τὴν πίστιν σου χωρὶς τῶν ἔργων). Since the 
verb δείκνυμι, “show,” involves demonstrating valid proof of something,95 
James expects a futile end in the attempt by the opponent. In contrast, James 
now offers a true, conclusive demonstration of the existence of faith, namely, 
through deeds: “And to you I will show my faith from my deeds” (κἀγώ σοι 
δείξω ἐκ τῶν ἔργων μου τὴν πίστιν). When James fronts the pronoun “to you” 
(σοι) before the verb “I will show” (δείξω), he perhaps intends to put his oppo-
nent in the position of a humble learner rather than a teacher, as the interlocutor 
presumes to be teaching. Scaer articulates well James’ intended meaning of 
“from my deeds”: “Faith is the substance, and works are the characteristics of 
that substance.”96 Although James does not specify “deeds” in 1:18 as the result 
of the new birth by the Word, we must remember that in the context of chapter 2, 
James is speaking from an eschatological perspective which he views as a pres-
ent reality (cf. 2:12; also 2:21, 23, 25). James’ concern here is about a faith that 
will stand at the final judgment, an event already in view as Christians exhibit 
their faith, since they are “a kind of firstfruits of his (new) creations” (1:18).

2:19 With the first half of this verse, James completes his recounting of 
Jesus’ pivotal OT teaching from Mk 12:28–31 (cf. Mt 22:34–40). When an 
expert in the Law asks Jesus about the greatest commandment, Jesus recites the 
Shemaʿ of Deut 6:4: “Hear, O Israel, the Lord, your God, is one Lord” (ἄκουε, 
Ἰσραήλ, κύριος ὁ θεὸς ἡμῶν κύριος εἷς ἐστιν, Mk 12:29), and then continues 
to the subsequent command to love God with one’s whole heart (Mk 12:30, 
quoting Deut 6:5). For the second greatest commandment, Jesus then quotes 
Lev 19:18: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself ” (Mk 12:31). Likewise, 

95 For example, Jesus employs the verb δείκνυμι, “show,” regarding visible evidence of the real-
ity of healing (Mt 8:4 || Mk 1:44 || Lk 5:14). Peter tells of God’s visible proof to “show” that 
Gentiles are no longer unclean but are welcome in the kingdom (Acts 10:28). So also James 
later uses the verb regarding deeds as a visible demonstration of wisdom and understanding 
(3:13). Similarly, Epictetus, Discourses, 1.4.10; 4.13.15, employs this verb regarding proof 
of the existence of a virtue.

96 Scaer, James, the Apostle of Faith, 89.
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James quotes the words of Jesus, citing Lev 19:18, in James 2:8 and says about 
those who demonstrate such love for neighbor: “You are doing well” (καλῶς 
ποιεῖτε). With another strong connection to Jesus’ teaching, James quotes the 
Shemaʿ (Deut 6:4) in James 2:19 and says about those who confess this creed: 
“You are doing well” (καλῶς ποιεῖς). Although James here does not immedi-
ately quote the command about love for God from Deut 6:5, he alludes to it in 
James 1:12; 2:5.97

With these words, James indeed affirms the importance of the Shemaʿ from 
Deut 6:4. It serves as an OT confession of faith in the one true God who saved 
his people Israel, in contrast with the false gods of surrounding nations, who 
could not save. The Shemaʿ had a pivotal creedal role in the Christian synagogue 
liturgy and would have been heard in worship by the recipients of James’ epis-
tle.98 This confession continued in earliest Christianity (Rom 3:30; 1 Cor 8:6) 
and received a prominent place in the Nicene Creed: “I believe in one God …” 
James affirms that one does well in making such a confession.

However, the subsequent words of James would likely cause shock with the 
original readers. James indicates that even demons can assent to and “believe” 
(καὶ τὰ δαιμόνια πιστεύουσιν) in the one God confessed in the Shemaʿ. Indeed, 
the NT clearly tells of the monotheism of demons and that they know who Jesus 
is, that his person belongs within the oneness of God (e.g., Mk 1:24; 3:11; 5:7; 
Acts 16:16–17; 19:15), yet they oppose and attempt to thwart Christ’s mission to 
save humanity (e.g., the devil’s temptation of Jesus in Lk 4:1–13). Even though 
the words of the Shemaʿ are eternally true, and even though one “does well” in 
assenting to the theological truth of the triune God’s unity, a mere knowledge 
of God in itself is insufficient. It does not necessarily demonstrate a true faith 
in that God as the one who saves. A skeptic may read the Apostles’, Nicene, or 
Athanasian Creed and even assent to its historical veracity without necessarily 
appropriating the triune God’s saving work for himself through faith. Also, the 
terror of the demons before God, “and they shudder” (καὶ φρίσσουσιν, James 
2:19), betrays their lack of faith (cf. 2 Tim 1:7a).99 McCartney states the matter 
well: “Believing that there is one God (intellectual acknowledgment) is differ-
ent from believing in (εἰς, eis, into) the God who is one.”100 To be more specific, 

97 McKnight, James, 241, asserts that the Shemaʿ, as affirmed by Jesus, appears more promi-
nently in James than in any other NT book.

98 Kelly, Early Christian Creeds, 25, 28.
99 Varner, James, 293–94. Luther indicates that King Saul (1 Samuel 28–31) and Judas (Mt 

27:3–5), like the devils, did not have the fear of God that resembles repentance in the broader 
sense, that is, contrition and faith (AE 7:229; cf. AE 34:173):

But what profit is there in being bruised for sins and not to understand even the faint-
est spark of God’s mercy? Saul and Judas are tried, vexed, and purged, but only by the 
feeling of contrition. Therefore they are broken, because there only the office of the 
Law holds sway. The devil also has contrition and shudders, as James says (2:19); but 
this is not a repentance to salvation.

100 McCartney, James, 160–61.
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James’ affirmation that “even the demons believe” that “God is one” does not 
include trust in that one God’s salvation—a salvation revealed by God’s redemp-
tion of his OT people, who looked forward to the coming Savior, and now 
revealed definitively in the redemption accomplished by Christ on the cross, the 
basis for the faith in the heart of God’s NT people in the Savior who has come.

The Lutheran Confessions articulate this distinction of “faith”: In Article IV 
of the Apology, Melanchthon is opposing the idea that faith involves justification 
by reason or the Law: “In answer to our opponents’ quibble that many wicked 
people and demons also believe (James 2:19), we have said several times that 
we are talking about faith in Christ and in the forgiveness of sins, a faith that 
truly and wholeheartedly accepts the promise of grace.”101 Further, in Apology 
Article XII on penitence, Melanchthon defends the Lutheran understanding of 
faith as the second part of penitence.102 In doing so, he distinguishes a general 
faith from the faith that receives forgiveness in Christ: “For to believe in the 
Gospel is not to have the general faith that even the demons have (James 2:19), 
but, in the true sense, to believe that for Christ’s sake the forgiveness of sins has 
been granted us; this is revealed in the Gospel.”103 Finally, in a general reference 
to James 2:19, AC XX distinguishes true faith from a mere historical belief:

Men are also admonished that here the term “faith” does not signify merely 
knowledge of the history (such as is in the ungodly and the devil), but it signi-
fies faith which believes not only the history but also the effect of the history, 
namely, this article of the forgiveness of sins—that is, that we have grace, 
righteousness, and forgiveness of sins through Christ.104

Luther also employs James 2:19 to distinguish types of faith. In his com-
ments on 1 Pet 1:3, Luther affirms that Christ, true God and true man, is the 
sole mediator between God and men, and then speaks of the general belief in 
Judaism and in Islam (“the Turks”) that there is only one God, but without faith 
in Christ, since they specifically reject that Jesus Christ is the incarnate Son of 
God, the second person of the Trinity:

And there is no other Mediator than the Lord Christ, who is the Son of God. 
Therefore the faith of the Jews and the Turks is false. They say: “I believe that 
God created heaven and earth.” The devil believes the same thing (cf. James 
2:19), but it does not help him. For the Jews and the Turks have the audacity 
to come before God without Christ the Mediator.105

101 Ap IV 303. See also Ap IV 337.
102 The Lutheran view is that penance consists of contrition (repentance in the narrow sense) and 

faith. Thus the Lutheran Sacrament of absolution consists of a confession of sins and then 
the forgiving of sins by the pastor in the stead of Christ (Mt 16:16–19; Jn 20:19–23). See 
“Luther and James,” including footnote 225, in the introduction. For confession and absolu-
tion in James, see 1:21; 2:12–13; 4:4–10; 5:19–20.

103 Ap XII 45.
104 AC XX 23.
105 AE 30:12.
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In The Adoration of the Sacrament (1523), Luther explains his concur-
rence with the Bohemian Brethren on some doctrinal matters. In the following 
quote, he speaks of three different kinds of belief. The third is true faith, which 
includes deeds:

I am rather pleased that you speak so discriminatingly about faith as to say it 
is one thing to believe about God, and another to believe God, and still another 
to believe in God. Thus, the demons also believe [Jas. 2:19] about God, that 
he has created all things, that he became man, that he died and did everything 
for us. Again, to believe God is to believe that what he has spoken is true. But 
to believe in God is to follow God with love and good works, and so forth.106

Patriarchal and Matriarchal Evidence That Faith without Deeds 
Is Useless (2:20–26)

In 2:20–26, James intends to bring forth convincing evidence that saving 
faith expresses itself in deeds. To do so, he reminds the readers of the patriarch 
Abraham, who demonstrated deeds of faith with the offering of Isaac. He also 
recounts the potentially surprising choice of a matriarch in the faith, Rahab, 
who demonstrated deeds of faith by welcoming the Israelite scouts. As James 
introduces each of these heroes in the faith (included in Heb 11:8–10, 31), he 
employs a noteworthy structure and parallelism. First, James includes the name 
along with a modifier:

2:21 “Abraham our father” (Ἀβραὰμ ὁ πατὴρ ἡμῶν)

2:25 “Rahab the prostitute” (Ῥαὰβ ἡ πόρνη)

Second, for each James continues with a rhetorical question about justifi-
cation that anticipates a positive response:

2:21 “Was he not justified by deeds?” (οὐκ ἐξ ἔργων ἐδικαιώθη;)

2:25 “Was she not justified by deeds?” (οὐκ ἐξ ἔργων ἐδικαιώθη;)

Third, James completes his description of each saint with a dependent 
clause that includes an adverbial aorist participle and a direct object in a fur-
ther description of their deeds:

2:21  “When he offered up his son Isaac on the altar” (ἀνενέγκας Ἰσαὰκ 
τὸν υἱὸν αὐτοῦ ἐπὶ τὸ θυσιαστήριον).

2:25  “When she received the messengers and sent them forth by another 
way” (ὑποδεξαμένη τοὺς ἀγγέλους καὶ ἑτέρᾳ ὁδῷ ἐκβαλοῦσα).107

With this sophisticated, organized structure, James wishes to make these 
two heroes parallel to each other. Also, by describing their deeds in greater detail 
last, James focuses on the deeds that characterize their justification.

Why does James choose these two individuals for evidence? To begin this 
new unit (2:20–26), in 2:20, James repeats his key verdict about faith that lacks 

106 AE 36:301. Cf. also AE 1:296; 26:168; 27:172, 291; 31:127; 34:109; 38:150.
107 This presentation of James’ structure is adapted from Allison, James, 499.
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deeds, a verdict that also appeared in 2:17 and recurs in 2:26. This time, how-
ever, James does not say that faith without deeds is “dead” (2:17). Rather, he 
declares it “useless” (ἀργή, 2:20). This adjective may illuminate, in part, the 
choice of Abraham. The adjective ἀργός can serve as an agricultural term indi-
cating an “unproductive” state. In 2 Pet 1:8, it appears as a synonym of ἄκαρπος, 
“without fruit.” Philo and Josephus use ἀργός regarding a field that is not pro-
ducing since it has been left fallow.108 This unproductive state indicated by the 
adjective then connects with Abraham. Formerly, Abraham was barren and 
unfruitful regarding children; he had no son to be his heir (Gen 15:2–4; 16:1; 
Heb 11:12). However, by a miraculous divine gift, he and Sarah were blessed 
with a son, Isaac (Gen 18:10–15; 21:1–7). Similarly, he was blessed with a fruit-
ful, productive faith shown in actions, even trust in the face of potentially losing 
his beloved promised son, Isaac (Genesis 22). This makes him a prime exam-
ple of being the opposite of “unproductive, useless” (ἀργή).

Additional reasons for the choice of Abraham and Rahab have been asserted. 
First, the two figures represent opposite extremes, with Abraham having led a 
more ethical life,109 while Rahab was a prostitute. Thereby the faith of Christians 
from both extremes, and between, must and does manifest itself in deeds.110 
Second, James may have deemed it appropriate to include a female exemplar 
of the faith along with a masculine one, since he mentions a “brother or sister” 
in 2:15.111 Third, both were originally proselytes, converts from idolatrous peo-
ples. Abraham’s father served other gods beyond the Euphrates (Josh 24:2), but 
Abraham was the initial proselyte, called to leave the land of Ur and move to 
Canaan, the promised land (Gen 11:31; 12:1–9). Rahab was among the native 
Canaanites of Jericho when brought to faith in the saving God of Israel (Josh 
2:8–13; 6:22–25).112 Fourth, both Abraham and Rahab were saints of the OT 
who were also extolled in extrabiblical literature and thus worthy of mention as 
examples of faithful deeds. In addition to Abraham’s presence in Genesis 11–25, 
he receives mention throughout the OT and NT.113 Abraham is prominent also in 
extrabiblical literature.114 So also Rahab became a hero in Jewish literature.115 
Finally, both Abraham and Rahab were known for their acts of hospitality, which 
James may intend as an example of welcoming for the Christian community. 

108 Philo, On the Special Laws, 2.86, 88; Josephus, Antiquities, 12.378.
109 But see, e.g., Gen 12:11–20; 16:1–6; 20:2; 21:9–11.
110 Blomberg and Kamell, James, 140.
111 Varner, The Book of James—A New Perspective, 114.
112 Martin, James, 97.
113 E.g., Ex 2:24; Deut 1:8; 9:5; Is 51:2; Ezek 33:24; Micah 7:20; Ps 105:6–9; Neh 9:7–8; Mt 

1:1–2; Lk 1:68–75; Romans 4; Heb 6:13–15.
114 E.g., Sirach 44:19–21; 1 Macc 2:51–52; 4 Macc 16:20, 25; Testament of Abraham; Philo, On 

Abraham.
115 E.g., Exodus Rabbah 27:4; Numbers Rabbah 3:2; 8:9; 16:1; Deuteronomy Rabbah 2:26–27; 

Ruth Rabbah 2:1; Josephus, Antiquities, 5.5–30. See Johnson, James, 245. For a fuller account 
of Rahab, see Hanson, “Rahab the Harlot in Early Christian Tradition.”
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Abraham welcomed the angels (Gen 18:1–21; 19:1), and Rahab similarly wel-
comed the messengers (τοὺς ἀγγέλους, James 2:25; see Josh 2:8–13). Clement 
elaborates on the hospitality of both figures. Regarding Abraham, Clement says: 
“Because of his faith and hospitality a son was given to him in his old age” 
(1 Clement 10.7). And regarding Rahab, he says: “Because of her faith and hos-
pitality Rahab the harlot was saved” (1 Clement 12.1).116

2:20 James begins this verse with the conjunction δέ (untranslated), since 
he considers that stubborn opposition may require more convincing evidence. 
Thus he uses it to continue his argument and introduce his clinching words. 
To do this, James revisits and heightens the rhetorical device of the imagi-
nary opponent who first arises in 2:14 and reappears in 2:18–19. Now James 
reaches the height of his use of this device by the stinging vocative address of 
“O senseless person” (ὦ ἄνθρωπε κενέ), asking if this bullheaded interlocutor 
still needs more convincing: “Are you willing to acknowledge (the evidence)?” 
(θέλεις δὲ γνῶναι;). Employing direct address to an imaginary opponent is a 
characteristic of Greek diatribe.117 Similarly, the use of θέλω, “be willing, wish 
to,” and κενός, “senseless,” belong to this rhetorical style as well.118 The NT 
also includes similar confrontational direct addresses.119 The adjective κενός, 
“senseless,” denotes a deficiency and could be translated by something akin to 
“empty-headed.”120 This deficiency can pertain to a lack of understanding,121 
but also to a deficiency in moral character.122 Likely, James has both in mind,123 
as well as an absence of faith that can save (2:14).124 Thus James plans to pro-

116 Translations from Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. Particularly Wall, “The Intertextuality of 
Scripture: The Example of Rahab (James 2:25),” avers that James highlights the hospital-
ity of Abraham and Rahab. However, since James does not specify Abraham’s hospitality, 
some disagree that James had this in mind as a commonality (e.g., Hartin, James, 160–61; 
McCartney, James, 174).

117 Such direct address to an imaginary interlocutor occurs, for example, in Epictetus, Discourses, 
1.21.2; 2.16.31–32. See also the introductory comments at the beginning of the commentary 
on 2:20–26.

118 For use of θέλω, “be willing, wish to,” in diatribe, see Epictetus, Discourses, 4.6.18. For the 
use of κενός, “senseless,” see Epictetus, Discourses, 2.19.8; 4.4.35; Philo, On the Special 
Laws, 1.311.

119 E.g., Mt 23:17; Lk 24:25; Rom 2:1, 3; 9:20; 1 Cor 15:36; Gal 3:1. Allison, James, 480, for 
example, is a recent voice among those who assert caution in assuming that James is depen-
dent on Greek rhetoric, since such direct address to an interlocutor occurs already in, e.g., 
Deut 32:6; Jer 5:21; Micah 6:8; Prov 8:5; 4 Ezra 10:6.

120 Martin, James, 90.
121 Philo, On the Special Laws, 1.311. Mussner, Jakobusbrief, 140, for example, asserts the lack 

of understanding.
122 LXX Judg 9:4.
123 Anderson, James, 61; Blomberg and Kamell, James, 136.
124 Shepherd of Hermas, Mandates, 12.4.5. The church father Oecumenius, Commentary on 

James, emphasizes this shortcoming: “According to James, someone who thinks that it is 
possible to believe without acting accordingly is out of his mind” (Bray, James, 1–2 Peter, 
1–3 John, Jude, ACCS 11:31).
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vide overwhelming evidence to this deficient person who rejects what James 
has been arguing up to this point.

Next in 2:20, James repeats his key assessment of a faith that lacks deeds, 
which also appears in 2:17 and 2:26. Here his appraisal is that “faith without 
deeds is useless” (ἡ πίστις χωρὶς τῶν ἔργων ἀργή ἐστιν). Although framed 
within a question here, James vehemently presumes affirmation of this ver-
dict. Thus this key sentence rhetorically functions like a strong statement, as 
do the instances in 2:17, 26. This time, however, instead of declaring that faith 
without deeds is “dead” (2:17), he declares it “useless” (ἀργή). As mentioned 
in the introductory comments on 2:20–26, James may have chosen this term 
to connect with Abraham, since it can refer to barrenness of fruit. Although 
Abraham was barren regarding children, God intervened for blessing in this 
regard. Through divine action, Abraham was also led to have a faith that pro-
duced fruit. Moreover, one should connect this term with James 1:18, where 
God’s gift of new birth has the result “that we are a kind of firstfruits of his (new) 
creations” (εἰς τὸ εἶναι ἡμᾶς ἀπαρχήν τινα τῶν αὐτοῦ κτισμάτων). The fruit 
of faith arises because of having become a kind of firstfruits of what is about 
to come. Anticipating the eschaton, when only good fruit will exist, Christians 
are born to live in what they already are in part. By the gift of Christ, a taste of 
the parousia has come, and the deeds or fruit that proceed from faith attest to 
that reality. In contrast, a “faith” without fruitfulness is barren and useless.125

2:21 James brings forth a first individual whose faith was validated by 
deeds, the patriarch Abraham. For emphasis, his name is placed first in the 
Greek. James follows with the qualifier “our father” (ὁ πατὴρ ἡμῶν). God prom-
ised Abraham that he would be a “father of many” (Gen 17:4–5). By calling 
Abraham “father,” James asserts a common ancestor and hero of the faith for the 
brothers and sisters he addresses in this epistle. This designation for Abraham 
occurs with some frequency in Scripture,126 and James’ use of it may indicate 
that he is writing for a primarily Jewish-Christian audience, although the NT 
also designates Abraham as the father of Gentile believers as well.127

The major issue in this verse pertains to the meaning of ἐδικαιώθη, “he was 
justified.” Although James here employs a forensic, declarative usage of the verb 
δικαιόω, he does not speak of initial conversion to faith, or regeneration, when 
the merits of Christ are first applied to a sinner. God first called Abraham in 
Genesis 12, and the patriarch was given the gift of faith, evident in his response 
to God’s calling to leave his familial paganism (Josh 24:2) and begin life anew 
(Gen 12:1–9). The book of Hebrews affirms that “by faith Abraham obeyed 
when he was called” (πίστει καλούμενος Ἀβραὰμ ὑπήκουσεν) to journey to 

125 Compare “the fruit of the Spirit” versus “the works of the flesh” in Gal 5:19–23. See also, 
e.g., Rom 6:21–22; 7:4–5; Phil 1:11.

126 Is 51:2; Mt 3:9; Lk 1:73; 3:8; 16:30; Jn 8:39, 53; Acts 7:2; Rom 4:1; 4 Macc 16:20.
127 Rom 4:11, 12, 16; 9:7–8; Gal 3:7, 29; cf. 1 Clement 31.2. See “The Addressees of James and 

Their Situation” in the introduction.
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the inheritance of the land he did not know (Heb 11:8) and also that he offered 
up Isaac “in faith” (πίστει, Heb 11:17). James uses the verb “justify” (δικαιόω), 
which is cognate to the noun δικαιοσύνη, “righteousness,” which first appears 
in the LXX in a later chapter, Genesis 15 (LXX Gen 15:6: ἐλογίσθη αὐτῷ εἰς 
δικαιοσύνην; see the commentary on James 2:23), and then James in 2:21 
appeals to the narrative of Genesis 22, so James is not specifying the initial con-
version of Abraham in Genesis 12.

When Paul uses the verb “justify” (δικαιόω) to elaborate the doctrine of 
justification, the status of being righteous before God on account of Christ, 
Paul rightly emphasizes that one’s works are completely excluded.128 Similarly, 
regeneration by works cannot be James’ intent here; he has already spoken of 
regeneration purely as a gift from God the Father, a divine action of new birth 
given to an unworthy sinner (1:17–18; cf. 2:7).129 His addressees are already 
children of the Father; he calls them brothers and sisters in Christ, Christians. 
James thus uses terminology here that is different than his language pertaining 
to regeneration, and he does not employ the term “justify” (δικαιόω) in that 
regard. Therefore, Paul and James are not in conflict with each other. One must 
then look for another sense of this verb as used by James in 2:21.

Interpreters frequently assert that “justify” (δικαιόω) here has the sense that 
Abraham was shown or demonstrated to be righteous. This usage does have 
some biblical precedent (e.g., δικαιόω in LXX Gen 44:16; Mt 11:19; 12:37; 
Lk 7:29, 35). Accordingly, Hartin says: “Works (that is, good deeds) show 
that one’s faith is living and that one is in a right relationship with God. Hence 
dikaioun in the context of James bears the meaning ‘demonstrates righteous-
ness.’ ”130 However, that demonstrative use of δικαιόω, “justify,” is, overall, not 
well attested and does not best fit the context.

The more frequent use of the verb concerns a declaration or verdict by God 
of righteous.131 In the immediate context of the verb’s usage in 2:21, James is 
not concerned with a demonstration of righteousness, but with the divine val-
idation, to be proclaimed publicly on the final day of judgment, of the faith 
through which Abraham was reckoned with righteousness, a faith manifested 

128 Rom 3:20–30; 4:2–5; 5:1, 9; 8:30, 33; Gal 2:16–17; 3:8, 11, 24.
129 Melanchthon speaks about James 2:21 in Ap IV 251:

When he says we are justified by faith and works, he certainly does not mean that we 
are regenerated by works. Nor does he say that our propitiation is due in part to Christ 
and in part to our works. Nor does he describe the manner of justification, but only the 
nature of the just who have already been justified and reborn.

 See the excursus “Luther and the Lutheran Confessions on Justification in James 2:14–26” 
following this pericope for further citations from Luther and the Lutheran Confessions regard-
ing justification in this portion of James.

130 Hartin, James, 153–54. So also, Adamson, James, 128–34; Johnson, James, 242; McCartney, 
James, 164.

131 Moo, James: An Introduction and Commentary, 112–13, has a helpful presentation of the use 
of the verb δικαιόω, “justify,” primarily in a forensic, declarative sense.



261

The Gift of Faith without Deeds Is Dead

through deeds. The context of eschatological salvation on Judgment Day has 
become clear in the preceding verses of James (2:13, 14). Thus James speaks 
of God’s final reaffirmation of righteousness. Varner articulates this distinction:

While James uses “justify” and “justification” to refer to God’s ultimate dec-
laration of a person’s righteousness, Paul uses it to refer to the initial securing 
of that righteousness by faith. … James asserts that Abraham did works and 
that these works were used as the basis for God’s ultimate pronouncement 
over Abraham’s life.132

Similarly, Lenski asserts this distinction in view of Paul’s exposition of 
Abraham in Rom 4:1–25. Lenski also notes how this agrees with the teachings 
of Jesus as well:

The essential point is the fact that James is not speaking of the first verdict 
which God pronounced on Abraham when Abraham was first brought to 
faith. That occurred before Abraham had done a single work. … James pre-
sents God’s subsequent verdicts. The last subsequent verdict is the one which 
we all expect at the last day. We have it recorded in advance in full in Matt. 
25:31–46. As James says, it will be rendered “not out of faith alone” ([2:]23).133

So also Melanchthon in the Apology says that James’ use of the language 
of justification does not pertain to conversion but to a forensic pronunciation 
of righteous after regeneration:

“To be justified” here does not mean that a wicked man is made righteous 
but that he is pronounced righteous in a forensic way, just as in the passage 
(Rom. 2:13), “the doers of the law will be justified.” As these words, “the 
doers of the law will be justified,” contain nothing contrary to our position, 
so we maintain the same about James’s words, “A man is justified by works 
and not by faith alone,” for men who have faith and good works are certainly 
pronounced righteous.134

One challenge to understanding ἐδικαιώθη, “he was justified” (James 2:21), 
with regard to an eschatological declaration is the aorist tense of the Greek verb. 
If the verb pertains to the final judgment, should it not be a Greek future tense, 
since Abraham still awaits Christ’s parousia? Allison accounts for this well with 
his emphasis on the eschatological context of James:

Although the aorist ἐδικαιώθη refers to an event or events in the life of 
Abraham, the immediate setting in James has to do with eschatological sal-
vation ([2:]13–14), and δικαιόω must be closely related to the σῶσαι [“to 
save”] in [2:]14: the one who is righteous and/or wins the approving verdict 

132 Varner, James 300–301.
133 Lenski, James, 589. See also, e.g., Blomberg and Kamell, James, 136; Martin, James, 91; 

Moo, James: An Introduction and Commentary, 113; Scaer, James, the Apostle of Faith, 93.
134 Ap IV 252. This quotation from the Apology is part of a longer exposition by Melanchthon 

on the subject. For the full quotation and context with annotation, see the excursus “Luther 
and the Lutheran Confessions on Justification in James 2:14–26” following this pericope.
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of God now will be saved at the end. Justification by works in the present 
means salvation in the future.135

With broad application to all Christians, Scaer describes well how James 
at times blurs the distinction between the present and the eschaton as he artic-
ulates the significance of a faith expressed in deeds: “James is making the 
standards of Judgment Day applicable to present behavior. The Christian per-
forms his works, fully convinced that the line between today and the final day 
has been erased. Eschatology, Christ’s judgment, has become present reality 
in the Christian life.”136

One should also note how Jesus similarly uses a future tense form of 
the same verb, δικαιόω, “justify,” in a subsequent, eschatological sense that 
includes one’s deeds: “For by your words, you will be justified [δικαιωθήσῃ], 
and by your words, you will be condemned” (Mt 12:37). Although in Jn 5:29, 
Jesus does not use the same verb, there he similarly says: “An hour is coming 
in which all who are in the tombs will hear his voice, and they will come out—
those who have done good to the resurrection of life, and those who have done 
evil to the resurrection of judgment” (Jn 5:28–29; see also Mt 16:27). John 
speaks in like manner of the Last Day: “I saw the dead, the great and the small, 
standing before the throne. And books were opened. Then another book was 
opened, which is [the book] of life. And the dead were judged by what was 
written in the books, according to their deeds” (Rev 20:12; see also Rev 2:23; 
22:12). Paul, sounding quite like James, employs a future tense form of δικαιόω, 
“justify,” in an eschatological manner in Rom 2:13: “For it is not the hearers of 
the Law who are righteous before God, but the doers of the Law will be justi-
fied [δικαιωθήσονται].” Speaking about himself, Paul says: “I am not aware 
of anything against myself, but I am not by this justified [δεδικαίωμαι]. The 
one who examines me is the Lord” (1 Cor 4:4). In 2 Cor 5:10, although not spe-
cifically using the verb δικαιόω, “justify,” Paul speaks similarly about a final 
verdict that incorporates one’s deeds: “For we all must appear before the judg-
ment bench of Christ, so that each one may receive what is due for what he has 
done in the body, whether good or evil” (2 Cor 5:10; see also Rom 2:6; 14:12).

Here in 2:21, James appends a participial clause to elaborate on the cir-
cumstances of the eschatological validation (ἐδικαιώθη, “he was justified”) of 
Abraham’s faith: “when he offered up his son Isaac on the altar” (ἀνενέγκας 
Ἰσαὰκ τὸν υἱὸν αὐτοῦ ἐπὶ τὸ θυσιαστήριον). His was a faith expressed in 
deeds. The testing of Abraham in Genesis 22137 receives significant attention 

135 Allison, James, 484.
136 Scaer, James, the Apostle of Faith, 90.
137 The Jewish tradition calls the narrative of Genesis 22 the “Aqedah” or “binding” of Isaac 

based on the verb dqæ[;, ʿaqad, “to bind,” in Gen 22:9. This name avoids the language of sac-
rifice for a son. The Christian tradition typically calls the narrative “the sacrifice of Isaac” to 
emphasize that God did ask Abraham to offer up his only son as a sacrifice (Gen 22:2) and 
that Abraham was willing to do so (Gen 22:16).
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elsewhere in Sacred Scripture and in extrabiblical literature.138 Abraham obeyed 
the command to offer up his son. He believed in the God who can give life even 
to the dead (Rom 4:17–18); he trusted that God was able to raise Isaac from 
the dead (Heb 11:19). However, Abraham did not continue to the point of actu-
ally sacrificing his son, since the Angel of the Lord stopped him and provided a 
substitute ram, which pointed to the ultimate substitutionary sacrifice of God’s 
Son, Jesus Christ (Gen 22:12–14). James does not ascribe a redemptive signif-
icance to Abraham’s actions. Rather, James mentions this as the classic event 
that epitomizes how believing Abraham was “justified” as he expressed his faith 
in deeds. Abraham certainly had many other deeds of faith (e.g., Gen 12:1–9; 
18:1–8). James merely cites this particular act as a summarizing and culminat-
ing instance of his faithfulness (see further the commentary on 2:23).

2:22 James once again directly addresses the imaginary opponent, now 
with the verb βλέπεις, “you see.” Thereby James intends to draw a conclusion 
from the illustration of Abraham.139 James had previously issued a challenge to 
the opponent in the form of a question: “Are you willing to acknowledge (the 
evidence)?” (θέλεις δὲ γνῶναι; 2:20). Now James urges him to accept the out-
come of that evidence from the life of Abraham.

James presents the conclusion in a manner that emphasizes Abraham’s faith: 
“Faith was active with his deeds, and from his deeds, faith was brought to its 
intended goal” (ἡ πίστις συνήργει τοῖς ἔργοις αὐτοῦ καὶ ἐκ τῶν ἔργων ἡ πίστις 
ἐτελειώθη).140 “Faith” (πίστις) is the grammatical subject of the compound sen-
tence and appears twice to place the focus squarely upon it. James makes two 
statements about faith from the example of Abraham. First, James says: “Faith 
was active with his deeds” (ἡ πίστις συνήργει τοῖς ἔργοις αὐτοῦ). These are 
the deeds that follow faith, not any hint of works improperly mixed with faith 
as requisite for regeneration.141 Faith expresses itself by being active, namely, 
in deeds. Once created, faith cannot be idle.142 James here uses a wordplay of 
a cognate verb and noun, συνεργέω, “be active,” and ἔργον, “deed, action,” as 
another indicator of the connectedness of faith with deeds. Significantly, James 

138 E.g., Neh 9:8; Heb 11:17–19; Sirach 44:19–20; Wisdom 10:5; 1 Macc 2:51–52; Jubilees 18.
139 Davids, James, 128.
140 Loh and Hatton, A Handbook on the Letter from James, 93, thus say: “From [2:]20 we may 

get the impression that James is only interested in Abraham’s works, but this verse indicates 
that he has assumed Abraham’s faith all along.”

141 In Ap IV 252, Melanchthon says:

James preaches only the works that faith produces, as he shows when he says of 
Abraham, “Faith was active along with his works” (2:22). In this sense it is said, “The 
doers of the law will be justified” [Rom 2:13]; that is, God pronounces righteous those 
who believe him from their heart and then have good fruits, which please him because 
of faith and therefore are a keeping of the law.

 Again, see further the excursus “Luther and the Lutheran Confessions on Justification in 
James 2:14–26” following this pericope.

142 Ap IV 214: “We believe and teach, therefore, that good works must necessarily be done since 
our incipient keeping of the law must follow faith; but we still give Christ his honor.”
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uses the verb in the imperfect tense, συνήργει, “it was active.” Thereby James 
tells of a continual life of faith expressing itself in the activities of Abraham. 
Thus James poignantly contrasts Abraham’s faith with the counterfeit “faith” 
mentioned in 2:19. This verb also clarifies a potential query from the previous 
verse. James does not isolate the sacrifice of Isaac but highlights it in 2:21 as a 
prime instance in a long sequence of deeds that make faith visible. The plural 
“with his deeds” (τοῖς ἔργοις αὐτοῦ, 2:22) also suggests that James does not 
solely have the events of Genesis 22 in mind.

James then asserts a second truth about faith from the example of Abraham: 
“And from his deeds, faith was brought to its intended goal” (καὶ ἐκ τῶν ἔργων 
ἡ πίστις ἐτελειώθη). The translation of the verb ἐτελειώθη as “was brought to 
its intended goal” avoids a potential problem with a rendering like “and faith 
was completed” (ESV; similarly, NRSV). The latter translation could intimate 
that his faith was deficient, flawed, or somehow insufficient for God’s declara-
tion of “righteousness” in Gen 15:6.143 To avoid such a misunderstanding, “was 
brought to its intended goal” emphasizes faith’s τέλος, “end, goal, outcome,”144 
as implied by the verb τελειόω. Thus McKnight rightly states: “Faith finds 
its intended shape when it is working; the idea is something being brought to 
its full realization, its divinely-intended design and form.”145 With the passive 
voice of the verb ἐτελειώθη, “was brought … ,” James indicates not only the 
divine intention but also divine agency to bring about the deeds from faith. And 
it was from Abraham’s deeds (ἐκ τῶν ἔργων) that God brought faith to its out-
come. In other words, deeds are the manifestation God used to lead faith to its 
intended goal.146

2:23 James affirms and augments his statement of 2:22 by quoting Gen 
15:6: “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness 
[δικαιοσύνη].” Paul also quotes this passage in Rom 4:3 and explains its origi-
nal application to Abraham in Rom 4:5: “And to the one who does not do work 
but trusts in him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is accounted as righteous-
ness.” By grace, God pronounced Abraham righteous through the gift of faith, 
which received the promise God spoke. The specific promise in Genesis 15 

143 Scaer, James, the Apostle of Faith, 92. Similar is the concern of Lenski, James, 592, who also 
comments on translations like “was perfected” or the like for ἐτελειώθη in 2:22 (e.g., NASB, 
KJV):

We should not translate ἐτελειώθη Abraham’s faith “was made perfect” (our versions), 
for this would leave a wrong impression. One might think that Abraham’s faith had 
hitherto been imperfect, had not been sufficient for God to declare him righteous. And 
the translation Abraham’s faith “was brought to completion” would leave the impres-
sion that Abraham’s faith had been incomplete until the time of the offering of Isaac so 
that God could not really justify him until Abraham brought this offering.

 See also Johnson, James, 243.
144 BDAG, s.v. τέλος, 3.
145 McKnight, James, 252.
146 Vlachos, James, 97.
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is the gift of an heir, the Seed through whom all nations will be blessed (Gen 
15:1–5; see also Gen 12:2–3; 18:18; 2 Sam 7:12–16), fulfilled in Christ, and 
so all baptized believers in Christ are also called “the seed of Abraham” (Rom 
4:13–18; 9:7–8; Gal 3:16–29). The righteousness of faith that embraced the 
Word, the promise of Christ, resulted in Abraham’s salvation. In this way, Paul 
separates Abraham’s justification from any work of Abraham. This declaration 
of righteousness also happened before any act of obeying the law of circum-
cision (Gen 17:9–14) that some might consider meritorious (Rom 4:9–12). In 
this way, Paul appropriately applies Gen 15:6 to say that Abraham was justi-
fied without deeds (Romans 4; also Galatians 3).

James has a different but equally valid application of Gen 15:6. He quotes 
Gen 15:6, which affirms that God’s gift of righteousness is received through 
faith alone (as emphasized by Paul), and James says nothing about any prior 
or concurrent works needed by Abraham for his justification per Gen 15:6. 
Then James declares that in the subsequent deeds of Abraham, with emphasis 
on the offering of Isaac in Genesis 22 (which James summarizes in 2:21), “the 
Scripture [Gen 15:6] was fulfilled” (ἐπληρώθη ἡ γραφή, 2:23). James then has 
a twofold view in his usage of “justify” and “righteousness”: the initial event 
when Abraham was credited with “righteousness” through faith alone (Gen 
15:6; James 2:23) and the subsequent fulfillment when Abraham “was justi-
fied” (James 2:21) as he offered Isaac (Genesis 22) in fulfillment of the earlier 
Scripture, Gen 15:6. Paul focuses solely on Abraham’s justification in Genesis 
15.147 James sees both the righteousness imputed to the patriarch through faith 
alone in Genesis 15 and also what he calls the fulfillment (“was fulfilled,” 
ἐπληρώθη, James 2:23) in Genesis 22. James’ understanding of “the Scripture 
was fulfilled” (ἐπληρώθη ἡ γραφή, 2:23) then requires some elaboration. The 
promise of an heir and Seed in Gen 15:1–6 certainly does not appear to be a 
prophecy that could be fulfilled by the sacrifice of Isaac, Abraham’s son and 
heir, in Genesis 22. In fact, from a human perspective, the sacrifice would seem 
to make it impossible for the promise to be fulfilled—unless God is able to raise 
the son from the dead (Rom 4:17; Heb 11:19), and in fact, God did raise his 
Son, Jesus Christ, from the dead. Typically a prophetic promise anticipates a 
future event that is a clear fulfillment, such as the promise in Is 7:14 of the vir-
gin who will give birth to the Davidic Immanuel, literally fulfilled in the birth 
of Christ by the Virgin Mary in Mt 1:18–23. However, James sees in Abraham’s 
deeds, emphasizing the offering of Isaac, a consummation or fruition of the 
righteousness through faith declared many years prior. The initial declaration 
of righteousness finds its intended, full meaning in a subsequent validation or 
declaration when God saw deeds flowing from that faith (Gen 22:12, 16).148 
In Gen 22:15–18, God reiterated and expanded the promise of blessing for all 

147 In Romans 4 (and Galatians 3), Paul does not refer to Abraham’s offering of Isaac.
148 Oecumenius, Commentary on James, also distinguishes between the initial justification with-

out deeds and the second declaration in view of deeds that flowed from faith:
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nations, first given to Abraham in Gen 12:1–3 (repeated in Gen 18:18), and for 
the first time, God added that this blessing will come through Abraham’s “off-
spring” or “Seed” (Gen 22:18; see, later, Gen 26:3–4 and the promise to Isaac 
in Gen 28:14), that is, through the family line of Isaac that was imperiled by 
the command to sacrifice him. Thus, by speaking of a fulfillment of Gen 15:6, 
James implies that the declaration of righteousness anticipated something to 
follow, namely, deeds of faith in the divine promise, whereupon God elaborated 
his promise of salvation for all peoples by grace alone, through faith alone in 
the promised son of Abraham and Isaac, Jesus Christ (Mt 1:1–2).

Such an interpretation of scriptural fulfillment is not without precedent.149 
For example, Hos 11:1 speaks of a past event, God calling his firstborn son, 
Israel, out of Egypt in the exodus (see Ex 4:22–23), that initially appears to 
invite no future fulfillment. Yet Mt 2:13–15 finds an ultimate fulfillment of that 
event in Jesus, God’s Son, being called out of Egypt, to begin a new and final 
exodus redemption.

James then follows with a further designation of Abraham with this fulfill-
ment of Scripture. Abraham “was called a friend of God” (φίλος θεοῦ ἐκλήθη, 
2:23). The passive voice of the verb καλέω, “call,” suggests God as the agent 
of the action; it refers to an act of God’s favor when he establishes such a rela-
tionship (see the passive of καλέω also in 1 Jn 3:1 and, in contrast, Lk 15:21). 
Although this Greek clause with “friend” (φίλος) is not applied to Abraham in 
the LXX, the Hebrew OT does refer to him as God’s bheao, literally, “one who 
loves,” which can be translated as “friend” (Is 41:8; 2 Chr 20:7 ESV; cf. Αβρααμ 
τὸν ἠγαπημένον ὑπὸ σοῦ, LXX Dan 3:35 [Azariah 12]). Extrabiblical Jewish 
literature does describe Abraham as God’s friend.150 The NT employs the term 
“friend” (φίλος) for those in the family of Christ (Lk 12:4; Jn 11:11; 15:13–15; 
3 Jn 15). In 4:4, James will describes the opposite of this blessed relationship 
with God: “friendship” (φιλία) with the world and being a “friend” (φίλος) of 
it make one an enemy of God.

2:24 When James begins with ὁρᾶτε, “you see,” he makes a noteworthy 
rhetorical shift. He switches from the internal argument with the imaginary 
opponent (“someone,” 2:14, 18) to directly addressing the brothers and sisters. 
Moreover, just as he used a verb of seeing in 2:22 (the singular βλέπεις, “you 

Abraham is the image of someone who is justified by faith alone, since what he 
believed was credited to him as righteousness. But he is also approved because of his 
works, since he offered up his son Isaac on the altar. Of course he did not do this work 
by itself; in doing it, he remained firmly anchored in his faith, believing that through 
Isaac his seeds would be multiplied until it was as numerous as the stars. (Bray, James, 
1–2 Peter, 1–3 John, Jude, ACCS 11:33)

149 See McCartney, James, 169–70. Franzmann, Concordia Self-Study Commentary (NT sec-
tion), 253, says: “Fulfilled. Not in the sense that a prediction proved true, for Gn 15:6 is not 
a prediction; rather, the Word of God which imputed righteousness to Abraham’s faith doc-
umented itself in deeds and so found its full expression when he feared God and obeyed His 
voice. (Gn 22:12, 18).”

150 Jubilees 19:9; Philo, On Abraham, 273; Philo, On Sobriety, 56; cf. 4 Ezra 3:14.
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see”) with the imaginary opponent to draw a conclusion from previous mate-
rial, so also now he uses a verb of seeing for the same. But additional indicators 
point to a broader application. In addition to the change to the second person 
plural and a verb of seeing, he also employs the generic ἄνθρωπος, “a person,” 
in 2:24 (see below, however) and the present tense of δικαιοῦται, “is justified.” 
All these rhetorical devices indicate that James is making a timeless, culminat-
ing statement from the example of Abraham.

James concludes that “a person is justified by deeds and not by faith alone” 
(ἐξ ἔργων δικαιοῦται ἄνθρωπος καὶ οὐκ ἐκ πίστεως μόνον). This appears to 
be the epitome of where James and Paul disagree, since Paul states: “For we 
maintain that a man is justified through faith apart from works of the Law” 
(λογιζόμεθα γὰρ δικαιοῦσθαι πίστει ἄνθρωπον χωρὶς ἔργων νόμου, Rom 
3:28). However, here once again, as in 2:21, James uses the verb “justify” to 
refer to a subsequent verdict by the grace of God, not to the initial accreditation 
of righteousness at one’s conversion to faith in Christ or baptismal regenera-
tion. Melanchthon says this about James:

When he says we are justified by faith and works, he certainly does not mean 
that we are regenerated by works. Nor does he say that our propitiation is due 
in part to Christ and in part to our works. Nor does he describe the manner 
of justification, but only the nature of the just who have already been justi-
fied and reborn.

“To be justified” here does not mean that a wicked man is made righteous 
but that he is pronounced righteous in a forensic way, just as in the passage 
(Rom. 2:13), “the doers of the law will be justified.”151

Similarly, Lenski asserts regarding this verse:

We have shown that James is dealing with God’s subsequent verdicts and 
not, as Paul, with God’s first verdict, when, as Paul states it in Rom. 4:5, God 
“declares the ungodly man (ἀσεβῆ) righteous.” Every subsequent verdict is 
drawn “out of works” and not “out of faith alone” [James 2:24].152

Specifically, James speaks of an eschatological validation of a faith that 
received God’s grace and was active in deeds flowing from that faith (see the 
commentary on 2:21 and 2:22). Moo also affirms this when contrasting James 
with Paul: “James, as we have argued, operates with a different meaning of 
dikaioō [‘to justify’], using it to refer to the ultimate verdict of God over our 
lives.”153 The passive voice of δικαιοῦται, “is justified,” indicates the divine 
agency in this subsequent verdict. Although using the generic ἄνθρωπος, “a 

151 Ap IV 251–52. For the full context of this quotation and others, see the excursus “Luther and 
the Lutheran Confessions on Justification in James 2:14–26” following this pericope.

152 Lenski, James, 595.
153 Moo, James: An Introduction and Commentary, 119. See also Davids, James, 132. Johnson, 

James, 244, however, views “justify” here more as being shown righteous rather than a foren-
sic action of God.
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man, person,”154 the context makes clear that this person is already in the fam-
ily of Christ.

One should note how James maintains the role of faith in one’s regeneration 
and ultimate salvation at the eschaton. James just affirmed God’s gracious reck-
oning of righteousness to Abraham in view of his faith (“Abraham believed,” 
2:23), thus agreeing with Paul’s emphasis on justification without works. Now 
he broadly professes the vital role of “faith” as it receives the gracious gift of 
righteousness,155 and then he proceeds on that basis to what “faith” must look 
like after regeneration.156 His emphasis is that after the baptismal gift of new 
birth (1:17–18; 2:7), such faith cannot be by itself, especially in view of the 
ultimate public verdict of righteousness for those in Christ at his second com-
ing. James declares both the validity of faith and the deeds flowing from it by 
the insertion of “only, alone” (μόνον). This adverb connects with the preposi-
tional phrase “by itself ” (καθ᾽ ἑαυτήν) in 2:17 and also “only, alone” (μόνον) 
in 1:22, where he speaks against being only a hearer and not also a doer. Here 
again the lack of any tension between James and Paul becomes clear.157 When 
Paul is not defending the gift of regeneration apart from works, he asserts the 
deeds of love and kindness that are necessary in the Christian life to demon-
strate that regeneration.158

2:25 With great similarity in structure to his treatment of Abraham, but 
with some difference in content, James brings forth another OT saint, Rahab, for 
illustration. The Greek structure of this sentence copies 2:21, which highlighted 
Abraham:159 name: “Rahab” (Ῥαάβ); modifier: “the prostitute” (ἡ πόρνη); rhe-
torical question about justification: “was she not justified by deeds?” (οὐκ ἐξ 

154 Varner, James, 309, asserts that James uses the generic noun ἄνθρωπος rather than an exclu-
sive term for “man” since he is about to introduce the matriarch Rahab into his argument.

155 Melanchthon says (Ap IV 86): “Faith alone justifies because we receive the forgiveness of 
sins and the Holy Spirit by faith alone. The reconciled are accounted righteous and children 
of God not on account of their own purity but by mercy on account of Christ, if they grasp this 
mercy by faith.” When articulating “faith” in 2:24, Davids, James, 132, views its role apart 
from deeds as “confession” and not receiving.

156 Compare Hebrews 11, the catalog of saints, reckoned as righteous by grace alone, illustrated 
by the deeds each of them did “by faith” (πίστει).

157 For example, Johnson, James, 249–50, asserts that James does not react against Paul in any 
way. He notes how one may inaccurately presume opposition, since they appear to discuss the 
same topic in “unusual concentration.” Although they employ the same terminology, James 
and Paul do so in different ways. Johnson ascribes the differences to varying midrashic argu-
mentation among early Jewish-Christian leaders. Martin, James, 95, also argues that James 
does not react to or conflict with Paul. He notes James’ use of “only, alone” (μόνον), and 
Paul’s lack thereof, as a major indicator of independence. In contrast, Allison, James, 441–57 
(see especially 455–56), argues that, based on the similarity of vocabulary, James was reacting 
negatively to Paul; he holds that James was trying to correct an antinomian misunderstand-
ing that the writings of Paul may have caused in early Christianity.

158 E.g., Rom 2:6–7; 12:1–21; 13:3; 1 Cor 3:13–14; 15:58; 2 Cor 9:8; Gal 5:22–25; Phil 1:9–11, 
22.

159 For the parallel structure of 2:21 and 2:25, see the introductory comments at the beginning 
of the commentary on 2:20–26.



269

The Gift of Faith without Deeds Is Dead

ἔργων ἐδικαιώθη;); and a participial clause that tells about the circumstances of 
justification: “when she received the messengers and sent them forth by another 
way” (ὑποδεξαμένη τοὺς ἀγγέλους καὶ ἑτέρᾳ ὁδῷ ἐκβαλοῦσα). Again, with 
οὐ, “(was) not?” James makes this sentence a question that anticipates an affir-
mative response. The words “in the same way … also” (ὁμοίως … καί) indicate 
the parallel nature of how Abraham and Rahab are presented, while the con-
junction δέ (untranslated) may signal the difference of what James will state. 
Although James lifts up Rahab as a model of justification from deeds (οὐκ ἐξ 
ἔργων ἐδικαιώθη), James identifies Rahab with her OT designation of “the 
prostitute” (ἡ πόρνη).160 This stands in contrast with Abraham, who, overall, 
led an upright life in the civil realm, with some notable exceptions.161 As the 
Israelites proceeded into the land of Canaan, Joshua sent two spies to surveil 
the city of Jericho. Rahab welcomed these scouts, hid them from the king of 
Jericho, lied regarding their whereabouts, snuck them out of the city, and sent 
them safely back to their camp by another route (Josh 2:1–24). James 2:25 
departs from the terminology of the LXX by calling them ἄγγελοι, “messen-
gers,” which can also designate “angels,” such as those entertained by Abraham 
along with the Lord himself.162 Within James’ summary of the account, he 
specifies two actions for Rahab, “received” (ὑποδεξαμένη) and “sent forth” 
(ἐκβαλοῦσα), whereas Abraham has only the one action associated with him 
in 2:21, “offered up” (ἀνενέγκας).

James thus highlights the justification (ἐδικαιώθη) of Rahab as her faith 
was made manifest in deeds (ὑποδεξαμένη τοὺς ἀγγέλους καὶ ἑτέρᾳ ὁδῷ 
ἐκβαλοῦσα, 2:25). Although James does not specifically mention the faith of 
Rahab (as he did for Abraham in 2:22), the surrounding verses of 2:24, 26 and 
the verdict that she “was justified” (ἐδικαιώθη, 2:25) certainly indicate this. 
Also, her confession of the Lord God of Israel in Josh 2:10–11 shows this gift 
of faith when she professes, “For Yahweh/the Lord, your God, he is God in the 
heavens above and on the earth beneath” (Josh 2:11). She also uses the tech-
nical covenant term for “mercy, grace, faithfulness” to describe her action and 
the reciprocal action she asks from the scouts (ds,j,, Josh 2:12; LXX: ἔλεος). 
So also Heb 11:31 declares how “by faith” (πίστει) she did not perish when 

160 Josephus, Antiquities, 5.7–15, wanting to avoid this title, refers to Rahab as an innkeeper who 
welcomed the men for dinner.

161 E.g., Gen 12:11–20; 16:1–6; 20:2; 21:9–11.
162 Genesis 18. Of Abraham’s three visitors, the two who went on to Sodom are called ἄγγελοι, 

“angels,” in LXX Gen 19:1, 15, translating µykia;l]m', “angels,” in the MT. Varner, The Book of 
James—A New Perspective, 115, suggests that James may have chosen ἄγγελοι, “messen-
gers, angels,” for Rahab’s guests to parallel Abraham’s hospitality to the angelic messengers 
in Genesis 18–19. In the MT, the men sent by Joshua are called “spies” (µyliG“r", Josh 2:1) and 
“messengers/angels” (µykia;l]m', Josh 6:17, 25), as well as “men” (µyvin:a}, e.g., Josh 2:1–5). 
LXX Joshua 2–6 never calls the spies ἄγγελοι, “messengers, angels,” but instead calls them 
“young men” sent “to spy” (νεανίσκους κατασκοπεῦσαι, LXX Josh 2:1) and “the spies” 
(τοὺς κατασκοπεύσαντας, LXX Josh 6:25), as well as “men” (ἄνδρες, e.g., LXX Josh 2:2–5). 
Heb 11:31 and 1 Clement 12 use κατάσκοποι, “spies.”
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she welcomed the spies. 1 Clement states this about Rahab as well: “You see, 
dear friends, not only faith but prophecy is found in this woman” (1 Clement 
12.8).163 Just as with Abraham, her justification from deeds as described by 
James does not precede her conversion and regeneration but rather is a subse-
quent verdict by grace that will be realized at the eschaton.164 This subsequent 
verdict of righteousness validates the genuineness of faith given at regenera-
tion, as such faith has manifested itself in deeds. This great woman of faith, a 
forgiven prostitute, was a recipient of divine grace and was blessed to be a part 
of the lineage of the coming Savior (Mt 1:5).165

2:26 With this verse, James draws his argument of 2:14–25 to a conclu-
sion, including what he stated about Rahab in the previous verse. With the words 
of 2:26 he repeats his impactful theme from two previous occasions. In 2:17, 
he says: “So also faith, if it does not have deeds, is dead” (οὕτως καὶ ἡ πίστις, 
ἐὰν μὴ ἔχῃ ἔργα, νεκρά ἐστιν). In 2:20, James writes: “Faith without deeds 
is useless” (ἡ πίστις χωρὶς τῶν ἔργων ἀργή ἐστιν). There he employs the term 
ἀργή, “useless,” which can also mean “fruitless,” likely because it connects 
more closely with the situation of Abraham.166 Now in 2:26, he returns to the 
same word as in 2:17, asserting that faith without deeds is “dead” (νεκρά).

James here employs an analogy to conclude his argument. The analogy is 
that of a living body, and James connects that with the nature of a living faith: 
“For just as the body without (the) spirit is dead, so also faith without deeds is 
dead” (ὥσπερ γὰρ τὸ σῶμα χωρὶς πνεύματος νεκρόν ἐστιν, οὕτως καὶ ἡ πίστις 
χωρὶς ἔργων νεκρά ἐστιν). Here James’ usage of πνεῦμα, “spirit,” involves 
“that which animates or gives life to the body, breath, (life-)spirit.”167 Such a 
usage appears in the LXX (Judg 15:19; Ezek 37:10; Ps 30:6 [MT 31:6; ET 
31:5]) and the NT (Lk 8:55; 23:46; Heb 12:23).168 James here does not speak 
of πνεῦμα as the soul, the nonphysical part of a person that relates to God and 
continues to exist after physical death. Rather, the anthropology employed here 

163 Translation from Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. Clement also assigns a Christological sig-
nificance to the scarlet cord hung from her window: “And in addition they gave her a sign, that 
she should hang from her house something scarlet—making it clear that through the blood of 
the Lord redemption will come to all who believe and hope in God” (1 Clement 12.7 [trans. 
Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers]). This is the “prophecy” to which he refers in 1 Clement 12.8, 
quoted above.

164 See the commentary on 2:21, 23, 24.
165 OT genealogies often omit the names of mothers, but the evangelist Matthew names four OT 

women, in addition to Mary, in the genealogy of Jesus Christ (Mt 1:2–17). Rahab and Ruth 
are Gentile converts, and Tamar and Bathsheba may be too. While Rahab was a prostitute, 
Tamar posed as a prostitute to have a child by her father-in-law, Judah (Genesis 38), and David 
committed adultery with Bathsheba (2 Samuel 11). See “The Women in Jesus’ Genealogy” 
in Gibbs, Matthew 1:1–11:1, 86–89.

166 See the commentary on 2:20–21.
167 BDAG, s.v. πνεῦμα, 2.
168 Such usage is also found in pagan authors (Polybius, Histories, 31.10.4; Euripides, Suppliants, 

533).
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resembles Gen 2:7, where God breathes this life breath into the body of Adam 
to animate him and make him a living being (see also, e.g., LXX Ezek 37:8–10; 
Lk 8:55; 23:46). The absence of this life breath simply means physical death.169

One must carefully note what James intends by making the analogy between 
the body with the spirit and faith with works. The analogy should not be pressed 
too far. James does not assert that just as the spirit gives life to the body, so also 
deeds are the source of life for faith. Rather, one should note the manner that 
James lays emphasis on the repeated prepositional phrases with χωρίς, “with-
out,” that is, “without (the) spirit” and “without deeds.” James asserts that an 
absence of each respective thing means that the other is dead. The absence of 
spirit or life breath means that a body is a dead corpse. If one cannot find breath 
when looking for an obvious indicator of respiration, like movement of the 
chest, one concludes there is no life in the body. Similarly, the absence of deeds 
to substantiate faith signals a dead faith. If a person alleges to have faith (2:14) 
but there is an absence of deeds to manifest that faith, one must conclude that 
that faith is dead. Indeed, there is nothing living at all.170

169 E.g., Loh and Hatton, A Handbook on the Letter from James, 98. In LXX Gen 6:17, πνεῦμα 
ζωῆς, “the spirit/breath of life,” is ascribed to “all flesh,” including the animals (see Gen 6:19); 
all who/that are not preserved in the ark of Noah will die.

170 Lenski, James, 598; McCartney, James, 172.
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