 “A Walk With the Wise Exploring Justification” (James 2:14-26)
1 Question

James the human author of this passage knows that asking questions is a sound method of directing people to confront spiritual truth. Many weeks a question will organize the thought of my message. But there is one question that towers above all. It is one question that every person must ask; one question whose answer is the central quest for life; the one question at the center of the historical movement we call the Reformation which we celebrate today. That one question is found in:

Job 9:2 "How can a person be in the right before God?"

The question assumes that there is a God. It presupposes that individuals for some reason are not right before God. It suggests that finding a way to be right might be difficult or impossible. Yet failure to solve this problem has disastrous, eternal consequences. As soon as I ask that question to a 21st century American audience I run into two problems.

2 Problems

“There is No Problem”

The first is that many say that there is no problem. “If there is a God, I'm already right in his eyes. He's loving, and I love to be loved. God and I are just fine.” This denies the reality of sin. Sin is the Bible's word to describe anything in our thoughts, motives, words, or actions that fail to embrace and advance the holy honor of God as the most valuable reality in the whole universe. All were created by God to live for God in obedience to God to delight in God every second of our lives with every sinew of our being. We have failed. We have not even wanted to do this. We have traded the treasure of God's glory for something else. We have settled for a cheap substitute. Because of our refusal to find our delight in God we are not right with Him. We are citizens of a land in rebellion against the king. We are like circuits with a tripped breaker. The light will not come on. We are corpses without life. We are not right with God. If you think that there is no problem, please think again.   

“The Solution Doesn’t Matter”
When I ask, "How can a person be in the right before God?" there is also a group who admit there's a problem but do not see why a solution is important. “So what? I don't care our relationship isn’t right. I just want God to leave me alone.” Such a response fails to reckon with God’s holy jealousy. He calls us to live for his glory because He himself loves his glory. But if he loves it He must defend it. 

Jeremiah 13: 15-16 Hear and give ear; be not proud, for the Lord has spoken. 16 Give glory to the Lord your God before he brings darkness, before your feet stumble on the twilight mountains, and while you look for light he turns it into gloom and makes it deep darkness.

There is judgment ahead for those who are not right with God. Yet there are verses which teach that it is possible to be right with God.

3 Verses

I draw your attention to three verses in particular because they focus on the solution to the question that we have raised. Three words are common to all three verses. The first two verses come from the human hand of Paul the apostle. The third comes from James, from our text this morning. 
Romans 3:28 For we hold that one is justified by faith apart from works of the law.

To be justified is to be declared right before God. It is to be acquitted in his courtroom. It is to be accepted in his love. Paul declares something to be a settled conviction. "We hold." There is an answer to the question. There is a way to be right before God. We note that this verse comes at the end of Romans 3. Paul opens chapter 4 with a long discourse about Abraham to illustrate what he has said in this verse. The second verse that I highlight is:
Galatians 2:16 yet we know that a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we also have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the law, because by works of the law no one will be justified.

Paul says, "we know." He is certain that there is an answer to the question we have raised which Job raised centuries ago. There is a way to be right before God. There is a third text to consider.
James 2:24 You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone.

James comes to a conclusion. "You see." He has been arguing about what it takes to be right before God and has been referring to Abraham as his example to bring him to this conclusion. The problem, of course, is that the conclusion of Paul seems to be directly at odds with the conclusion of James. Paul says being right with God is not by works and James says that it is by works.

3 Words

Before we delve into that controversy, note the three words common to these verses: justified, works, and faith. If there's a debate going on here, it would be good to determine if the words are being used in the same way. 

Justified

We noted that to be justified is to have a right standing with God. The word means the same for both James and Paul. That they both cite Abraham by example proves this. In Romans 4 and Galatians 2 Paul quotes Genesis 15:6, “Abraham believed God and it was credited to him as righteousness." James quotes the same verse and adds that this justification resulted in Abraham being called the friend of God (2:24). Paul and James view justifying as something God does for a human being. No one justifies himself or herself. They both view justification as a completed action not something in progress.
Works

Both authors also use the word "works" in the same sense. It refers to acts of human obedience to God. Paul affirms this broad definition in a text like:

Romans 9:10-11 And not only so, but also when Rebekah had conceived children …  11 though they were not yet born and had done nothing either good or bad—in order that God’s purpose of election might continue, not because of works but because of him who calls—

"Works" are synonymous with anything done that is "good." James concentrates on works of love like feeding and serving the poor (2:15-16; 1:27). But in 1:27 such works are in the same category as keeping oneself unstained from the world. So he too sees "works" as a broad category. That leaves the word faith.

Faith

We have time only to summarize Paul's view that faith is trusting completely in Jesus Christ. It is dependence on Christ. It is not merely faith about Christ but faith in Him. Again Galatians 2:16.
Galatians 2:16 yet we know that a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we also have believed [have placed faith] in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the law, because by works of the law no one will be justified.

James' treatment of faith is more complicated. He confronts the reality that people may claim to have faith without possessing genuine faith. James contrasts the faith that justifies with other kinds that do not.

 2:18 But someone will say, “You have faith and I have works.” Show me your faith apart from your works, and I will show you my faith by my works.

The NET Bible editors have explained this verse. "The 'someone' is then an objector, and the sense of his words is something like, “Some have faith; others have works; don’t expect everyone to have both.” But James disagrees. His argument is that there are kinds of faith that are not effective.

There is "dead" faith.

James 2:17 So also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead.

He returns to this at the end of this section:

James 2:26 For as the body apart from the spirit is dead, so also faith apart from works is dead.

The implication is that only a living faith justifies anyone.

There is also demonic faith

James 2:19 You believe that God is one; you do well. Even the demons believe—and shudder!

Satan and his fellow demons are excellent theologians, but they are not justified.

There is also defective faith

James 2:20 Do you want to be shown, you foolish person, that faith apart from works is useless?

This is where James recognizes the example of Abraham and links effective faith with justification. There is a kind of faith that is defective and does not justify. So it would seem that there is a huge problem here. The question is "How can a person be right in God's sight?" It seems that Paul and James give directly opposite answers. Is that true? Does the Bible give two contradictory answers.

2 Answers? Is it:
Paul -- "faith without works"? or 
James -- "faith plus works"?
Even in Paul's day critics seemed to understand that he preached a faith without obedience.

Romans 3:8 And why not do evil that good may come?—as some people slanderously charge us with saying. Their condemnation is just.

Paul understood the controversy and knew that he was misunderstood. Some people have no trouble concluding that James contradicts Paul. Even Martin Luther, the man we have honored this morning was so bothered by what he perceived was a disagreement between Paul and James that he dismissed James. "[James] does violence to Scripture, and so contradicts Paul and all Scripture. . . . I therefore refuse him a place among the writers of the true canon of my Bible." Such a conclusion is unfortunate because it is unnecessary. The Bible as God's word does not contradict itself. Jesus emphatically declared, "Scripture cannot be broken." It cannot be proven false. Not even Scripture itself can break another Scripture according to Jesus. We do not have to dump James to protect the integrity of God's Word. The Bible itself testifies that Paul and James met each other early in Paul's ministry. He described his visit to Jerusalem church after his three-year desert education.

Galatians 1:19 But I saw none of the other apostles except James the Lord’s brother. 20 (In what I am writing to you, before God, I do not lie!).

James was a leader in the Jerusalem church and presumably teaching what he writes here. If Paul had learned something different while in the desert he would have stood against James. He certainly opposed Peter on when they disagreed. I see no need to drive a wedge between James and Paul. There is a single solution to the problem and so a single answer to the question "How can a person be right in God's sight?"

1 Solution

Take stock of how Paul and James agree.

1. Faith is essential for justification. 
God justifies only those who truly trust in Jesus Christ. And, as we mentioned last week, both Paul and James view faith as the gift of God. Both emphasize that Abraham believed God who credited righteousness to him. That is a quote from Genesis 15. James then refers to the offering of Isaac in Genesis 22 which is portrayed as a test of faith not something separate from faith.

2. True faith produces obedience and the absence of obedience is a mark of counterfeit faith.

James says this openly. But Paul does not disagree with him. Before he finishes Galatians, Paul affirms:
Galatians 5:5 For through the Spirit, by faith, we ourselves eagerly wait for the hope of righteousness. 6 For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything, but only faith working through love.

Righteousness comes from the same word group as justification. The hope of righteousness is the hope that is based on the righteousness that belongs to the person who is justified.  In Christ what counts if faith, but only the kind of faith that works itself out in love. This harmonizes with James. James argues that works, especially works of practical love, are the evidence of faith. 

3. Faith does not earn justification; neither do works. 
There is no merit to faith or works. The righteousness that belongs to the justified is earned by Christ not the Christian. Justification always exalts Christ, not us. It always rests on his accomplishments not ours. When we insist that works are essential to faith, we are not claiming that works earn faith but that they express faith.

4. All good works flow from faith in Christ.

One pastor who sees no contradiction between James and Paul said,

"The same dependence on Jesus that got you right with God to begin is the dependence on Jesus that enabled Abraham to offer up the love of his life. How are you going to offer up the love of your life? How are you going to leave behind your family and go to the mission field? How are you going to deny yourself and say some bold word at work tomorrow? How are you going to let goods and kindred go this mortal life also? There is only one answer to that and it isn't works. It's depending on Jesus." (Piper)
"How can a person be right in God's sight?" through active faith in an all-powerful Savior. The words may sound like a cliché but the truth behind them is not: We are saved by faith alone but the faith that saves is never alone. After prayer, we will hear "What Grace is Mine" sung. I urge you to listen to the words. The first verse describes Christ's work to rescue sinners. The second describes his work to renew sinners to a life of love. Faith activates both. The chorus describes the response of anyone who would be right in God's sight.

So I will go wherever He is calling me 

I lose my life to find my life in Him 

I give my all to gain the hope that never dies 

I bow my heart, take up my cross and follow Him

May none here fall short of such living faith.
