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Four Views on James 
2:14-26
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View #1
Eternal life is by faith plus 
works. Dead faith cannot 

produce works and thus cannot 
lead to eternal life. 

View #2
Eternal life is lost by lack of 

works or by grievous sin. Dead 
faith cannot produce works and 
thus will lead to loss of eternal 

life.  

View #3 
Genuine faith necessarily leads 

to works. Dead faith cannot 
produce works and cannot lead 

to eternal life.

View #4
A Christian's faith will die 

without works. Thus, a Christian 
can have dead faith. Though 

justified in one sense, he can be 
not justified in a different sense. 

Analyses of the 
Four Views



3

 Unpacking View #1 

Eternal Life Is by 
Faith Plus Works

 True or genuine faith must be followed by 
good works or the believer forfeits eternal 
life. 

 A dead faith or a faith that has died cannot 
produce works and thus cannot lead to eternal 
life. 

 faith + works = eternal life.

 This view is held by Catholicism.
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"Our Lord tied the 
forgiveness of sins to faith 
and Baptism … Baptism is 

the first and chief 
sacrament of forgiveness 

of sins because it unites us 
with Christ …" 

"Baptism cannot be her 
only means of using the 
keys of the Kingdom of 

heaven ... The Church must 
be able to forgive all 

penitents their offenses ... 
It is through the sacrament 

of Penance that the 
baptized can be reconciled 

with God and with the 
Church."

[Catechism of the Catholic Church, (Washington, DC: United 
States Catholic Conference, 1994) 255]
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The Council of Trent
1545-1563

"And this sacrament of Penance is, for those 
who have fallen after baptism, necessary 

unto salvation; as baptism itself is for those 
who have not as yet been regenerated." 

Council of Trent, XIV, 2.
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The Council of Trent
1545-1563

CANON IX.-If any one saith, that by faith 
alone the impious is justified; in such wise 
as to mean, that nothing else is required to 

co-operate in order to the obtaining the 
grace of Justification, and that it is not in 

any way necessary, that he be prepared and 
disposed by the movement of his own will; 

let him be anathema. 

The Council of Trent
1545-1563

CANON XII.-If any one saith, that justifying 
faith is nothing else but confidence in the 

divine mercy which remits sins for Christ's 
sake; or, that this confidence alone is that 

whereby we are justified; let 
him be anathema. 
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This view is also held 
by Mormonism.
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Spencer W. Kimball
(1895-1985)

Spencer W. Kimball
(1895-1985)

"One of the most 
fallacious doctrines 
originated by Satan 
and propounded by 
man is that man is 
saved alone by the 
grace of God; that 

belief in Jesus Christ 
alone is all that is 

needed for 
salvation."  

[Spencer W. Kimball, The Miracle of Forgiveness
(Salt Lake City:  Bookcraft, 1969), 206]  
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James E. Talmage
(1862-1933)

James E. Talmage
(1862-1933)

"The Individual Effect of the 
Atonement makes it 

possible for any and every 
soul to obtain absolution 

from the effect of personal 
sins, through the mediation 
of Christ; but such saving 

intercession is to be invoked 
by individual effort as 

manifested through fiath, 
repentance, and continued 
works of righteousness."  

[James E. Talmage, A Study of the Articles of 
Faith: Being a Consideration of the Principal 
Doctrines of the Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints (Salt Lake City:  The Church 
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 1971), 89]
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This view is also held by 
Jehovah's Witnesses.
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?

 Critiquing View #1 

Eternal Life Is by Faith 
Plus Works
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 Some might consider James and Paul to be in 
contradiction.

What does it profit, 
my brethren, if 

someone says he 
has faith but does 
not have works? 

Can faith save him?
James 2:14
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 Some might consider James and Paul to be in 
contradiction. 

 The Bible does not contradict itself. 

 Therefore, either: 

 James and Paul are not talking about the 
same salvation, or 

 James and Paul are not talking about the 
same works, or 

 both.

 Unpacking View #2 

Eternal Life Is Lost by 
Lack of Works or by 

Grievous Sin



17

According to this view, James is not denying 
that faith is necessary for eternal life. 

 But this view maintains, however, that initial 
faith does not guarantee eventual eternal life.

 Thus, this view concludes that if a Christian 
fails to exemplify works or falls into grievous 
sin, the Christian will lose his eternal life.

1. having faith results in gaining eternal life 

2. but if either 

a. no works follow, or 

b. there is grievous sin

Conclusion: then this results in the loss of 
eternal life.



18

This view is held within 
the Wesleyan tradition 

(Methodism; Arminianism)

John William Fletcher
(1729-1785)
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John William Fletcher
(1729-1785)

"The 'ifs' of the New 
Testament are 

sufficient to establish 
the fact that eternal 

justification is 
conditional upon 

continued obedience 
and perseverance in 

the faith."
[Paul Russell Matlock, The Four Justifications in 
Fletcher's Theology (Salem: Schmul Publishers, 
1980), p. 85.]

The aspect regarding the 
possibility of losing 

eternal life is also held 
by Catholicism.
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"Mortal sin is a radical 
possibility of human freedom 

…. It results in the loss of 
charity and the privation of 
sanctifying grace, that is, of 
the state of grace. If it is not 

redeemed by repentance and 
God's forgiveness, it causes 

exclusion from Christ's 
kingdom and the eternal death 

of hell …"
[Catechism of the Catholic Church, (Washington, DC: United States 
Catholic Conference, 1994) 456]

Critiquing View #2

Eternal Life Is Lost by 
Lack of Works or by 

Grievous Sin
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Nowhere does James indicate any concern that 
his readers would lose their eternal life.

Every good gift and every 
perfect gift is from above, 
and comes down from the 

Father of lights, with 
whom there is no variation 
or shadow of turning. {18} 
Of His own will He brought 

us forth by the word of 
truth, that we might be a 
kind of firstfruits of His 

creatures.
James 1:17-18
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Nowhere does James indicate any concern that 
his readers would lose their eternal life.

 There is no reason to take James' comments in 
5:19-20 as a warning of losing one's eternal 
life.

Brethren, if anyone 
among you wanders from 
the truth, and someone 
turns him back, {20} let 
him know that he who 
turns a sinner from the 
error of his way will 
save a soul from death 
and cover a multitude 

of sins. 
James 5:19-20
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 Unpacking View #3 

True, Genuine, or Real 
Faith Necessarily 
Leads to Works
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 This view holds that dead faith is the same 
thing as a false faith. 

 False (dead) faith cannot lead to eternal life.

 faith = eternal life + works. 

 Though sometimes accused of doing so, this 
view is not saying that works are necessary to 
gain eternal life.

warm
feet 

boot 
prints

no causal 
relationship wearing snow boots
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eternal 
life

good 
works

no causal 
relationship genuine faith

 If a professing Christian does not manifest 
good works, then his faith is dead and not 
genuine faith.

 This means that he was never a true believer 
to begin with. 

 This view is held within the Reformed 
(Calvinist) tradition (Presbyterianism, 
Reformed Baptists, and others).
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John MacArthur, Jr.

John MacArthur, Jr.

"The Bible 
teaches clearly 

that the evidence 
of God's work in 

a life is the 
inevitable fruit of 

transformed 
behavior (1 John 

3:10)."
[John F. MacArthur, Jr., The Gospel According 
to Jesus: What Does Jesus Mean When He 
Says "Follow Me"? Revised and Expanded ed. 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing, 1994), p. 
29]
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In this the children of 
God and the children 

of the devil are 
manifest: Whoever 
does not practice 

righteousness is not of 
God, nor is he who 
does not love his 

brother. 
1 John 3:10

John MacArthur, Jr.

""Faith that does not 
result in righteous 
living is dead and 

cannot save (James 
2:14-17). … Professing 

Christians utterly 
lacking the fruit of true 
righteousness will find 
no biblical basis for 

assurance of salvation 
(1 John 2:4)."

[John F. MacArthur, Jr., The Gospel According 
to Jesus: What Does Jesus Mean When He 
Says "Follow Me"? Revised and Expanded ed. 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing, 1994), p. 
29]
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He who says, "I know 
Him," and does not 

keep His 
commandments, is a 
liar, and the truth is 

not in him. 
1 John 2:4

John MacArthur, Jr.
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John MacArthur, Jr.

"James declares that we 
are saved by faith, which 
shows itself in works. … 
James could not be more 
explicit. He is confronting 
the concept of a passive, 

false 'faith,' which is 
devoid of the fruits of 

salvation. He is not 
arguing for works in 

addition to or apart from 
faith. He is showing why 
and how true, living faith 

always works."
[John F. MacArthur, Jr., Faith Works: The 
Gospel According to the Apostles (Dallas: Word 
Publishing, 1993), p. 154, emphasis in original]

Walter Chantry
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Walter Chantry

"Only when God 
is loved 

supremely and 
the spirit of the 
law kept has a 
man any reason 
to believe that he 
has been truly 
born of God."

[Walter Chantry, Today's Gospel: Authentic or 
Synthetic? (Carlisle, PA: The Banner of Truth 
Trust, 1970), 74]

 Critiquing View #3 

True, Genuine, or Real 
Faith Necessarily Leads 

to Works
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 The actual terms in James' text are dead faith 
vs. (implied) living faith, not genuine faith vs. 
false faith.

Note the simile of a dead body and a dead 
faith.

"For as the body 
without the spirit 
is dead, so faith 
without works is 

dead also." 
James 2:26
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Body without spirit is dead. 

Faith without works is dead.

Spirit gives life to the body. 

Works give life to faith.

John MacArthur, Jr.
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John MacArthur, Jr.

"Not all faith is 
redemptive. James 
2:14-16 says faith 
without works is 
dead and cannot 

save. James 
describes spurious

faith as ... ."
[John F. MacArthur, Jr., The Gospel According 
to Jesus: What Does Jesus Mean When He 
Says "Follow Me"? Revised and Expanded ed. 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing, 1994), p. 
186]

John MacArthur, Jr.

"Not all faith is 
redemptive. James 
2:14-16 says faith 
without works is 
dead and cannot 

save. James 
describes spurious

faith as ... ."
[John F. MacArthur, Jr., The Gospel According 
to Jesus: What Does Jesus Mean When He 
Says "Follow Me"? Revised and Expanded ed. 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing, 1994), p. 
186]

Oops!

How did he go from 'dead' to 'spurious'?
Is a dead body the same as a spurious body?
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Body without spirit is dead. 

Faith without works is dead.

Faith give life to works.

Spirit gives life to the body. 

 Defending View #4 

James on Dead Faith, 
Salvation, and 
Justification
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The Meaning of 
James on 

'Dead Faith'

 Just as a dead body is no less a real body than 
a living body, so a dead faith is no less a "real" 
faith than a living faith.

 If a Christian does not have works, this shows 
that his faith is dead. 

 However, this does not mean that his faith is 
absent or false.

 Further, this does not mean that he was not 
saved in the first place.
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But also for this very reason, giving all 
diligence, add to your faith virtue, to 
virtue knowledge, {6} to knowledge 

self-control, to self-control 
perseverance, to perseverance 

godliness, {7} to godliness brotherly 
kindness, and to brotherly kindness 

love. {8} For if these things are yours 
and abound, you will be neither barren 
nor unfruitful in the knowledge of our 

Lord Jesus Christ. {9} For he who 
lacks these things is shortsighted, even 
to blindness, and has forgotten that he 

was cleansed from his old sins. 

2 Peter 1:5-9

But also for this very reason, giving all 
diligence, add to your faith virtue, to 
virtue knowledge, {6} to knowledge 

self-control, to self-control 
perseverance, to perseverance 

godliness, {7} to godliness brotherly 
kindness, and to brotherly kindness 

love. {8} For if these things are yours 
and abound, you will be neither barren 
nor unfruitful in the knowledge of our 

Lord Jesus Christ. {9} For he who 
lacks these things likely was a false 

professor and was never saved 
in the first place. 

2 Peter 1:5-9
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add 
 to your faith virtue 

 to virtue knowledge

 to knowledge self-control

 to self-control perseverance

 to perseverance godliness

 to godliness brotherly kindness

 to brotherly kindness love

The Meaning of 
James on 'Salvation'
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 James is writing to Christians.

 James believes that eternal life is a gift from 
God.

 James affirms that faith cannot save him who 
has no works.

"What does it profit, 
my brethren, if 
someone says he 
has faith but does 
not have works? 

Can faith save him?"
James 2:14
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 James is writing to Christians.

 James believes that eternal life is a gift from 
God.

 James affirms that faith cannot save him who 
has no works. 

 Since James does not contradict Paul, then the 
term 'save' cannot be referring to eternal life.

The Meaning of 
James on 

'Justification'
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 James affirms that faith alone justifies (in 
agreement with Paul).

 James also affirms that there is a justification 
by works.

 James never suggests any such thing as a 
single justification by faith plus works.

{24} You see then 
that a man is 

justified by works, 
and not by faith only. 

The word 'only' does not modify the 
word 'faith' but rather modifies the 
implied repeated verb 'justified'. 

The word movnon (monon) cannot be 
an adjective modifying 'faith' 

(pivstewV, pisteōs) since they do not 
agree in gender.
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{24} You see then 
that a man is 

justified by works, 
and not only justified

by faith. 

The word 'only' does not modify the 
word 'faith' but rather modifies the 
implied repeated verb 'justified'. 

The word movnon (monon) cannot be 
an adjective modifying 'faith' 

(pivstewV, pisteōs) since they do not 
agree in gender.

Thus, a better translation 
would read:

 James affirms that faith alone justifies (in 
agreement with Paul).

 James also affirms that there is a justification 
by works.

 James never suggests any such thing as a 
single justification by faith plus works.

 Therefore, the justification by works must be 
another justification than the justification by 
faith. 
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Was not Abraham our 
father justified by works 

when he offered Isaac his 
son on the altar? 

James 2:21 

Now it came to pass after these things that 
God tested Abraham, and said to him, 

"Abraham!" And he said, "Here I am." {2} Then 
He said, "Take now your son, your only son 
Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of 

Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering 
on one of the mountains of which I shall tell 

you."
Genesis 22:1-2

What then shall we say that Abraham our 
father has found according to the flesh? {2} For 

if Abraham was justified by works, he has 
something to boast about, but not before God. 

{3} For what does the Scripture say? 
"ABRAHAM BELIEVED GOD, AND IT WAS 

ACCOUNTED TO HIM FOR 
RIGHTEOUSNESS."

Romans 4:1-3

And behold, the word of the LORD came to him, 
saying, "This one shall not be your heir, but one who 
will come from your own body shall be your heir." {5} 
Then He brought him outside and said, "Look now 

toward heaven, and count the stars if you are able to 
number them." And He said to him, "So shall your 

descendants be." {6} And he believed in the LORD, 
and He accounted it to him for righteousness. 

Genesis 15:4-6

When a man is justified by faith he finds an 
unqualified acceptance before God but only 
God can see this spiritual transaction.

 This justification leads to eternal life.

 This justification delivers one from spiritual 
(eternal) death.

 This justification cannot be lost.
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When one is justified by works, he finds a 
vindication before men that his faith is living.

 This justification can come only to one who 
already has eternal life.

 This justification can deliver one from 
physical death.

 This justification can be lost.

Postscript:
The Hypothetical 

Objector 
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{18} But some one will say,James introduces the 
hypothetical objector.

 Romans 6:1 
What shall we say then? Shall we 

continue in sin that grace may abound?  

"You have faith, and I have works." 
Show me your faith without your 

works, and I will show you my faith 
by my works." {19} You believe that 
there is one God. You do well. Even 
the demons believe; and tremble." 

{18} But some one will say,James introduces the 
hypothetical objector.

Hypothetical objector argues 
against James.
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{18} But some one will say,

"You have faith, and I have works." 
Show me your faith without your 

works, and I will show you my faith 
by my works." {19} You believe that 
there is one God. You do well. Even 
the demons believe; and tremble." 

James introduces the 
hypothetical objector.

Hypothetical objector argues 
against James.

Some English translations insert 
quotation marks either here 

{18} But some one will say,

"You have faith, and I have works." 
Show me your faith without your 

works, and I will show you my faith 
by my works." {19} You believe that 
there is one God. You do well. Even 
the demons believe; and tremble." 

James introduces the 
hypothetical objector.

Hypothetical objector argues 
against James.

Some English translations insert 
quotation marks either here or here 
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{18} But some one will say,

"You have faith, and I have works." 
Show me your faith without your 

works, and I will show you my faith 
by my works." {19} You believe that 
there is one God. You do well. Even 
the demons believe; and tremble." 

James introduces the 
hypothetical objector.

Hypothetical objector argues 
against James.

Some English translations insert 
quotation marks either here or here 
indicating the end of the objection, 

neither of which is warranted by the 
Greek grammar.

{18} But some one will say,

"You have faith, and I have works." 
Show me your faith without your 

works, and I will show you my faith 
by my works." {19} You believe that 
there is one God. You do well. Even 
the demons believe; and tremble." 

James introduces the 
hypothetical objector.

Hypothetical objector argues 
against James.

Some English translations insert 
quotation marks either here or here 
indicating the end of the objection, 

neither of which is warranted by the 
Greek grammar.

On the basis of the Greek grammar 
and context, it is more likely that the 

objector's words proceed through 
the end of v. 19. 
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{18} But some one will say,

"You have faith, and I have works. 
Show me your faith without your 

works, and I will show you my faith 
by my works. {19} You believe that 

there is one God. You do well. Even 
the demons believe; and tremble." 

The objector appeals to the Shema 
in his argument against James that 

faith and works are not related.

 Deut. 6:4 

"Hear, O Israel: The LORD 
our God, the LORD is one! 

{20} But do you want to know, O 
foolish man, that faith without works 
is dead? {21

James responds to the 
hypothetical objector.
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{20} But do you want to know, O 
foolish man, that faith without works 
is dead? 

James responds to the 
hypothetical objector.

The conjunction de; [de] translated 'but' 

{20} But

{20} But do you want to know, O 
foolish man, that faith without works 
is dead? 

James responds to the 
hypothetical objector.

The conjunction de; [de] translated 'but' 
indicates a change of the speaker from 

the hypothetical objector back to 
James.
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{20} But do you want to know, O 
foolish man, that faith without works 
is dead? 

{20} But do you want to know, O 
foolish man, that faith without works 
is dead? 

James responds to the 
hypothetical objector.

The conjunction de; [de] translated 'but' 
indicates a change of the speaker from 

the hypothetical objector back to 
James.

The second person singular qevleiV de; 
gnw:nai [theleis de gnōnai] 

{20} But do you want to know, O 
foolish man, that faith without works 
is dead? 

James responds to the 
hypothetical objector.

The conjunction de; [de] translated 'but' 
indicates a change of the speaker from 

the hypothetical objector back to 
James.

The second person singular qevleiV de; 
gnw:nai [theleis de gnōnai] and the use 

of the vocative w\ a[nqrwpe kenev [ō 
anthrōpe kene] 

O 
foolish man
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{20} But do you want to know, O 
foolish man, that faith without works 
is dead? 

James responds to the 
hypothetical objector.

The conjunction de; [de] translated 'but' 
indicates a change of the speaker from 

the hypothetical objector back to 
James.

The second person singular qevleiV de; 
gnw:nai [theleis de gnōnai] and the use 

of the vocative w\ a[nqrwpe kenev [ō 
anthrōpe kene] indicate that James is 
speaking to the hypothetical objector.

{20} But do you want to know, O 
foolish man, that faith without works 
is dead? {21} Was not Abraham our 

father justified by works when he 
offered Isaac his son on the altar? 

James responds to the 
hypothetical objector.

The conjunction de; [de] translated 'but' 
indicates a change of the speaker from 

the hypothetical objector back to 
James.

The second person singular qevleiV de; 
gnw:nai [theleis de gnōnai] and the use 

of the vocative w\ a[nqrwpe kenev [ō 
anthrōpe kene] indicate that James is 
speaking to the hypothetical objector.
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{20} But do you want to know, O 
foolish man, that faith without works 
is dead? {21} Was not Abraham our 

father justified by works when he 
offered Isaac his son on the altar?

{22} Do you see 

James responds to the 
hypothetical objector.

The conjunction de; [de] translated 'but' 
indicates a change of the speaker from 

the hypothetical objector back to 
James.

The second person singular qevleiV de; 
gnw:nai [theleis de gnōnai] and the use 

of the vocative w\ a[nqrwpe kenev [ō 
anthrōpe kene] indicate that James is 
speaking to the hypothetical objector.

The second person singular blevpeiV
[blepeis] 

{20} But do you want to know, O 
foolish man, that faith without works 
is dead? {21} Was not Abraham our 

father justified by works when he 
offered Isaac his son on the altar? 

{22} Do you see 

James responds to the 
hypothetical objector.

The conjunction de; [de] translated 'but' 
indicates a change of the speaker from 

the hypothetical objector back to 
James.

The second person singular qevleiV de; 
gnw:nai [theleis de gnōnai] and the use 

of the vocative w\ a[nqrwpe kenev [ō 
anthrōpe kene] indicate that James is 
speaking to the hypothetical objector.

The second person singular blevpeiV
[blepeis] indicates that James is 

continuing his response to the objector.
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{20} But do you want to know, O 
foolish man, that faith without works 
is dead? {21} Was not Abraham our 

father justified by works when he 
offered Isaac his son on the altar? 

{22} Do you see that faith was 
working together with his works, 

and by works faith was made 
perfect? {23} And the Scripture was 

fulfilled which says, "Abraham 
believed God, and it was accounted 

to him for righteousness." And he 
was called the friend of God.

James responds to the 
hypothetical objector.

The conjunction de; [de] translated 'but' 
indicates a change of the speaker from 

the hypothetical objector back to 
James.

The second person singular qevleiV de; 
gnw:nai [theleis de gnōnai] and the use 

of the vocative w\ a[nqrwpe kenev [ō 
anthrōpe kene] indicate that James is 
speaking to the hypothetical objector.

The second person singular blevpeiV
[blepeis] indicates that James is 

continuing his response to the objector.

{24} You see then that a man is 
justified by works, and not by faith 
only. {25} Likewise, was not Rahab 
the harlot justified by works when 
she received the messengers and 
sent them out another way? {26} 

For as the body without the spirit is 
dead, so faith without works 

is dead also.

James responds to his readers.
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{24} You see then that a man is 
justified by works, and not by faith 
only. {25} Likewise, was not Rahab 
the harlot justified by works when 
she received the messengers and 
sent them out another way? {26} 

For as the body without the spirit is 
dead, so faith without works 

is dead also.

James responds to his readers.

This is indicated by the use of the 
plural 'you' in the phrase 'you see' 

(oJra:te, horate).

You see 

Conclusion


