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All this luggage to save me.  Will these works make me right before the Holy God? 

What is the purpose of works? Not to save us.  What good are they?  
Unpack this important topic.  
Turn to scripture to help understand the role good works play in the Christian life.  

 
Works when given for salvation - not good.  
Isaiah 64:6 is like filthy rags or a polluted garment.  Clothespin for stinky clothing  
We do not earn grace, we respond to it.   
Salvation cannot be our work because it is the work of God-  God’s work, His new creation 
Our best efforts are filled with sin.   
 
Ephesians 2:8-10  To do, to walk about in, walk in the way of godliness, a way of life, doing a 
good thing.  There is a change in our behavior. Contrast of walking in trespasses and sins to 
walking in godliness 

Not saved “by” good works, but “for” good works. 
Good works do not produce salvation, they are an evidence of salvation. 
Good works are not the cause but the result and fruit of salvation. 
We do not work in order to be saved, but work because we are saved. 

The ground of salvation – the work of Christ.  
It is given to those who do not deserve it on the basis of the person and work of Jesus. 

The goal of salvation- the works of the believer.   
Works are the fruit.   

 
Works when given “for” salvation - not good.  
Works when given “from” salvation – good.  
God’s work of salvation to make us into a new creation overturns our sinful works and makes 
doing good works possible.   
 
 
What am I to do, what does He require?   

Look at His Word.  The phrase “good works” shows up often in the NT. Desk picture 
We have a faith that is never alone, it is accompanied by: 

a pattern of obedience following God’s will 
an ethical practice of loving godly behavior 
specific acts of service to others for God’s glory 
 

Real faith produces and shows good works that follow God’s will leading to love and service 
resulting in worship. 
Good works have a:   Pattern – Following God’s will     Ethic – love    Specific plan – service 
 
Following God’s will, the pattern of joyful obedience 
John 14:15, “if you love Me you will keep My commandments”.  

Obedience is evidence of our love for God.   
 
Faith without good works is not salvific faith (James 2:21-22). Faith without works is dead faith, 
it’s not true faith, Good works are a way of validating the authenticity of the grace of God in the 
life of the believer.   James chart 



 
 
Love performs the labor of godly behavior. 
 
 
 
God has specific acts of service to others for His glory 
 
 
How to find His plan: 

Study His Word 
Confess sin 
Prayer 
Total surrender  
Seizing divine opportunities 
Counsel and fellowship with other believers 

 
 
 
Pursue good works for the glory of God and show His love in our lives. 
 
 
 
Real faith produces good works that follow God’s will leading to love and service resulting in 
worship. 
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Real Religion 1:19-2:26 
 It shows the maturity of character 1:19-21 
 You need to put faith into action 1:22-27 
 Stay away from favoritism 2:1-13 
 Practice good works 2:14-26    

Real religion or faith is expressed through good works for a faith that fails to 
produce real growth shows that real faith has not been received and your faith is 
not real.  Faith that God requires is faith that shows, results in good works for the 
kingdom.  We are not justified in God’s sight just by saying a few words of faith or 
having a faith that is on its own. If you are truly justified it will show.  Do not trust 
in empty faith, a faith that is lifeless.  If you are truly in Christ it will be full of life 
producing fruit.  The role of good works is that it proves that the faith is genuine.    
We are not saved by good works, but saved to do good works.  

 
 
James:  faith can only be shown by deeds (vv. 18b-19) 

 faith without deeds is useless (v. 20) 
  Abraham was considered righteous by a deed (v.21) 
    Explanation of Abraham’s faith and deeds (v.22-23) 
   So: justification requires faith and works (v. 24) 
  Rahab also was considered righteous by a deed (v. 25) 
 faith without deeds is useless (v. 26) 
Dead faith does not truly transform a life that produces fruit.  When you have a right 
real relationship with God it will be evident in your life, in this sense believes are 
made right (to show, to prove, to justify) by their actions. 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Concerned with the danger of 
“dead faith”- he looks at a shallow 
dead empty faith. People will claim 
faith, but an unsubstantiated (with 
no fruit) claim may be only empty 
words (see James 2:14). 
 
Faith that shows. 
 

Concerned with the exercise of 
“true faith” or saving faith—this 
faith not only opens the door for 
grace, but leads to obedient action 
(see Ephesians 2:8-10). 
 
 
Faith that saves. 

Claims works are the natural 
product and practice of faith that is 
alive and real.  Works are the 
post-salvation fruit of the life of 
genuine faith. This is very similar 
to Ephesians 2:8-10.   
 

Calls “works of the law” those 
legalistic efforts to secure one’s 
own salvation—any attempt at 
self-justification was called works. 
The beginning of salvation was 
always faith. After that, works 
followed (see Galatians 3:2). 
 



Study notes from ESV   - Grant Osborne—used by permission 
 
2:14-26 Faith without Works Is Dead.  This passage continues the theme that hearing/faith must lead to 
doing/works.  Yet on the surface there seems to be a contradiction with Paul’s “by grace you have been 
saved through faith … not a result of works” (Eph. 2:8-9).  However, in reality there is no dichotomy, for 
Paul and James would both agree that the basis of salvation is grace alone through faith, and works are 
the necessary result (Eph. 2:10), not the means.  
 
2:14 says he has faith, emphasizing the “claim” to have saving faith rather than the reality; with no proof 
in the deeds that must follow, one must doubt that that (type of) faith can ever save him (the form of the 
question expects the answer, “no”). 
 
2:16 “Go in peace. Be warmed and filled,” in itself a common pious prayer for the welfare of the poor 
people but in reality a cop-out, masking a refusal to help the person.  In essence it says, “Go, let God take 
care of you  (‘be warmed and filled’ as a divine passive) because I refuse to do so.”  There is no good, 
meaning no “profit” or “honor” in such a prayer (what good is it? frames vv. 14-16). 
 
2:17 dead.  There can be no true faith that fails to produce works, here care for the poor but generally 
good works of all kinds, with “dead” meaning “useless, without any life at all.” 
 
2:18 But someone will say is a common introduction for an objector to the point, but the difficulty is 
knowing whether he is an supporter of James objecting to the one who claims faith or an opponent of 
James’ basic thesis regarding faith without works.  In favor of the first is the use of pronouns, “You (the 
false Christian) have faith and I (James’ ally) have works.”  Then the rest of vv. 18-20 supports the 
friend’s response to the faith-man.  But the majority of interpreters have problems with this because 
throughout Romans (3:1, 5, 9, 27; 4:1; 6:1) and Hellenistic argumentative rhetoric (called “diatribe”) it is 
nearly always an adversary of the speaker/writer. With the second approach, the pronouns are used 
rhetorically and become “one has faith, another has works,” and then James responds with the rest of vv. 
18-20.  Still, the first has much to commend it, and either way vv. 18b-20 presents James argument 
against the faith-men. 
 
2:19 God is one, stemming from the core Jewish creed called the Shema (Deut. 6:4, see Mark 12:29; 
Rom. 3:20) affirms monotheism, but James’ point is that this is inadequate since even the demons 
believe this, and unlike the faith-men they shudder.  These people profess “faith,” but demons also 
believe this.  Without a change of heart and conduct, mere profession is inadequate.  Like the demons, 
they too should “shudder” at the prospect of facing God. 
 
2:21 Abraham … justified by works.  On the surface this seems to contradict Paul, who denies that 
Abraham was “justified by works” (Rom 4:2) and argues from Gen 15:6 that Abraham’s faith “was credited 
to him as righteousness” (Rom 4:3).  The key is “justify,” which for Paul means to be declared righteous 
by God on the basis of Jesus atoning sacrifice (Rom 3:24-26), while James uses it more in its pure 
juridical sense of “declaring right” in a court of law, i.e. in terms of his deeds.  This is shown in the next 
two verses where James also quotes Gen 15:6 and agrees with Paul that faith precedes works. 
 
2:22 completed by his works, not that faith is incomplete without works but rather that faith “has its 
intended end or goal” in works.  The term often means “bring to maturity.” Full-grown faith is seen in the 
good deeds it produces. 
 
2:23  James uses Gen 15:6 in a way that is complementary rather than contradictory to Paul, for it refers 
to Abraham’s offering of Isaac, and James centers on Abraham’s act of obedience while Paul centers on 
God’s declaration of Abraham’s righteousness.  So Abraham was called God’s friend, in contrast to the 
faith-men who have no acts of obedience to prove their claims (4:4, “friend of the world”). 

 


