
Faith vs. Works: Justification & Sanctification 

Introduction 

In the history of the Christian church, there has been a lot controversy over the issue of 

what is actually necessary for personal salvation. The Reformation period addressed this 

issue by asking “What does the Bible really teach about salvation?” They answered it by 

looking to the whole Bible itself to provide the solution. We think of people like John 

Calvin and Martin Luther who have worked so hard to provide us with detailed and 

comprehensive explanations for things that the word of God teaches. These men were 

among a select few who voiced the battle cry of the Reformation: Sola Scriptura! (Only 

Scripture!) as well as- Sola Gratia, Sola Fide, Soli Deo Gloria! By Grace Alone, Through 

Faith Alone, To God Alone be the Glory!!) In this lesson we are going to address one of 

the most hotly debated issues regarding the Christian faith: Faith vs. Works as a means of 

apprehending salvation. We will look at the so-called „problem‟ of one Biblical writer 

contradicting another and we will attempt to resolve the paradox by appeal to the Biblical 

evidence just like the Reformers did. We will present the problem to the Bible and let the 

Bible itself have the final word. 

 

------------------------------prayer------------------------------ 

 

Terms Defined 

Justification-  "to justify," in a legal or forensic sense, to declare someone as just or righteous. 

 
Romans 3:19-30  

19
 ¶ Now we know that whatever the Law says, it speaks to those who are 

under the Law, that every mouth may be closed, and all the world may become accountable to 
God;  

20
 because by the works of the Law no flesh will be justified in His sight; for through the Law 

comes the knowledge of sin.  
21

 ¶ But now apart from the Law the righteousness of God has been 
manifested, being witnessed by the Law and the Prophets,  

22
 even the righteousness of God 

through faith in Jesus Christ for all those who believe; for there is no distinction;  
23

 for all have 
sinned and fall short of the glory of God,  

24
 being justified as a gift by His grace through the 

redemption which is in Christ Jesus;  
25

 whom God displayed publicly as a propitiation in His 
blood through faith. This was to demonstrate His righteousness, because in the forbearance of 
God He passed over the sins previously committed;  

26
 for the demonstration, I say, of His 

righteousness at the present time, that He might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith 
in Jesus.  

27
 ¶ Where then is boasting? It is excluded. By what kind of law? Of works? No, but by 

a law of faith.  
28

 For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from works of the Law.  
29

 
Or is God the God of Jews only? Is He not the God of Gentiles also? Yes, of Gentiles also,  

30
 

since indeed God who will justify the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through faith is 
one. 
 
Romans 4:1-8  

1
 What then shall we say that Abraham, our forefather according to the flesh, has 

found?  
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? "And Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to 

him as righteousness."  
4
 Now to the one who works, his wage is not reckoned as a favor, but as 

what is due.  
5
 But to the one who does not work, but believes in Him who justifies the ungodly, 

his faith is reckoned as righteousness,  
6
 just as David also speaks of the blessing upon the man 

to whom God reckons righteousness apart from works:  
7
 "Blessed are those whose lawless 

deeds have been forgiven, And whose sins have been covered.  
8
 "Blessed is the man whose sin 

the Lord will not take into account." 
 

Paul teaches very clearly in these passages that justification comes to a person ONLY 

through a genuine saving faith in Christ. When a person is justified by God, their sins are 

forgiven and they are declared or reckoned to be righteous in His sight but not because of 
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personal righteousness, but because of Christ‟s righteousness that is imputed (reckoned or 

counted) to them. 

 

And again in Gal 2:16, Paul stresses that it is faith alone that justifies a person and works 

have absolutely NOTHING to do with justification: 

16 nevertheless knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the Law but 

through faith in Christ Jesus, even we have believed in Christ Jesus, that we may be 

justified by faith in Christ, and not by the works of the Law; since by the works of 

the Law shall no flesh be justified. 
 

Eph 2:8-10 

8 For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is 

the gift of God; 9 not as a result of works, that no one should boast. 
 

There are many, many other verses we can look at in order to see that Paul is definitely 

and consistently teaching that it is faith and faith alone in the person and work of Christ 

that can bring someone into a saving relationship with God. There is no misunderstanding 

the clear teaching of Paul on this issue found throughout all of his writings. 

 

No problem so far, until we look to the writings of James. This little book is perhaps one 

of the most curious and misunderstood books of the New Testament. In fact, Martin 

Luther even referred to the book of James as “a book of straw” implying that it had little 

or no value. Others have denied that it should even be considered as inspired Scripture. It 

seems to critics that James throws a „Theological monkey wrench‟ in the works -no pun 

intended- when it comes to the issue of faith vs. works as a means of obtaining salvation. 

Let‟s look at the particular verses in question and see what all the fuss is about:  

 

James 2:14-26 

14 What use is it, my brethren, if a man says he has faith, but he has no works? Can that 

faith save him? 15 If a brother or sister is without clothing and in need of daily food, 16 

and one of you says to them, "Go in peace, be warmed and be filled," and yet you do not 

give them what is necessary for their body, what use is that? 17 Even so faith, if it has no 

works, is dead, being by itself. 18 But someone may well say, "You have faith, and I 

have works; show me your faith without the works, and I will show you my faith by my 

works." 19 You believe that God is one. You do well; the demons also believe, and 

shudder. 20 But are you willing to recognize, you foolish fellow, that faith without works 

is useless? 21 Was not Abraham our father justified by works, when he offered up Isaac 

his son on the altar? 22 You see that faith was working with his works, and as a result of 

the works, faith was perfected; 23 and the Scripture was fulfilled which says, "And 

Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness," and he was called 

the friend of God. 24 You see that a man is justified by works, and not by faith alone. 25 

And in the same way was not Rahab the harlot also justified by works, when she received 

the messengers and sent them out by another way? 26 For just as the body without the 

spirit is dead, so also faith without works is dead.  

NAS 
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As we read through these verses, we see that there is a stress being placed on works as 

being necessary and even essential as in verse 20. And in verses 22 and 24 it seems that 

James is teaching that works AND faith are both needed for salvation. 

 

So, how are we to understand what is being taught here? It seems pretty clear that James 

is teaching that works are just as necessary as faith. And in verse 22, we are told that faith 

and works were working together to complete or perfect faith. So his bottom line is this: 

Faith without works is dead. 

 

The Solution 
What is the bottom line for us then? Do we have to choose to believe one writer and cast 

the other one aside? Do we just shrug our shoulders and say that this is just one of those 

mysteries that we will know someday when we can ask the Lord directly? How can we 

reconcile what Paul taught with what James taught? The answer to this dilemma lies right 

within these same verses we are examining. As we dive under the surface of these verses, 

let‟s take a deeper look into just exactly what Paul and James are trying to say. 

 

First, let‟s take another look at Paul‟s teachings in Rom 4:1-5: 

4:1 What then shall we say that Abraham, our forefather according to the flesh, has 

found? 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? "And Abraham believed God, and it 

was reckoned to him as righteousness." 4 Now to the one who works, his wage is not 

reckoned as a favor, but as what is due. 5 But to the one who does not work, but believes 

in Him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is reckoned as righteousness, 

 

And again in Gal 2:16, Paul stresses that it is faith alone that justifies a person and works 

have absolutely NOTHING to do with salvation: 

16 nevertheless knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the Law but through 

faith in Christ Jesus, even we have believed in Christ Jesus, that we may be justified by 

faith in Christ, and not by the works of the Law; since by the works of the Law shall no 

flesh be justified.  

 

The key to unlocking this seeming paradox is found in determining the particular aspect 

of salvation in view by each author. Paul is focusing on Justification and our initial 

entrance into saving faith in these verses. Paul is demonstrating that works, meaning our 

own individual attempt to gain God‟s favor by doing what WE think He would like us to 

do- i.e. religious acts or rituals, humanitarian deeds, etc., is utterly useless. What Paul is 

teaching us is that no one can EVER become righteous by trying to become righteous on 

their own. He is logically demonstrating with his arguments that we cannot do anything 

to save ourselves. Only God can save the lost. 

 

The focus of James that has been so often misunderstood is that he is stressing the 

necessary relationship of Sanctification to Justification. James is teaching that if someone 

claims to be justified (declared and made righteous) then that person absolutely MUST 

demonstrate his justification through his sanctification. If there is no change in their life, 

if there is no fruit being produced, if they are talking the talk and not walking the walk, 
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then they cannot really be saved in the first place. James is focusing on sanctification as a 

visible evidence and proof of saving faith while Paul is focusing on justification and 

saving faith itself. Let‟s look at these verses in James again and this time we will read 

from the Living Bible because it seems to elaborate more specifically what James is 

trying to get across to us. 

 

James 2:12-26 

12 You will be judged on whether or not you are doing what Christ wants you to. So 

watch what you do and what you think; 13 for there will be no mercy to those who have 

shown no mercy. But if you have been merciful, then God's mercy toward you will win 

out over his judgment against you.  

 

14 Dear brothers, what's the use of saying that you have faith and are Christians if you 

aren't proving it by helping others? Will that kind of faith save anyone? 15 If you have a 

friend who is in need of food and clothing, 16 and you say to him, "Well, good-bye and 

God bless you; stay warm and eat hearty," and then don't give him clothes or food, what 

good does that do?  

 

17 So you see, it isn't enough just to have faith. You must also do good to prove that 

you have it. Faith that doesn't show itself by good works is no faith at all - it is dead 

and useless.  

 

18 But someone may well argue, "You say the way to God is by faith alone, plus 

nothing; well, I say that good works are important too, for without good works you 

can't prove whether you have faith or not; but anyone can see that I have faith by the 

way that I act."  

 

19 Are there still some among you who hold that "only believing" is enough? 
Believing in one God? Well, remember that the demons believe this too - so strongly that 

they tremble in terror! 20 Fool! When will you ever learn that "believing" is useless 

without doing what God wants you to? Faith that does not result in good deeds is 

not real faith.  
 

21 Don't you remember that even our father Abraham was declared good because of what 

he did when he was willing to obey God, even if it meant offering his son Isaac to die on 

the altar? 22 You see, he was trusting God so much that he was willing to do whatever 

God told him to; his faith was made complete by what he did - by his actions, his 

good deeds. 23 And so it happened just as the Scriptures say, that Abraham trusted God, 

and the Lord declared him good in God's sight, and he was even called "the friend of 

God." 24 So you see, a man is saved by what he does, as well as by what he believes.  

 

25 Rahab, the prostitute, is another example of this. She was saved because of what she 

did when she hid those messengers and sent them safely away by a different road. 26 Just 

as the body is dead when there is no spirit in it, so faith is dead if it is not the kind that 

results in good deeds. (The Living Bible Translation) 
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 James is, in fact, teaching us in great detail the same exact thing Christ Himself taught us 

which has to do with BOTH Justification and Sanctification:  

 

John 15:4-5 

4 "Abide in Me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit of itself, unless it abides 

in the vine, so neither can you, unless you abide in Me. 5 "I am the vine, you are the 

branches; he who abides in Me, and I in him, he bears much fruit; for apart from Me 

you can do nothing.  

 

Eph 2:8-10 

8 For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift 

of God; 9 not as a result of works, that no one should boast. 10 For we are His 

workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 

beforehand, that we should walk in them. 

 

These verses in John and Ephesians also demonstrate the interpretive key we need to 

unlock this mystery in James and build a bridge from Paul to James through Christ 

regarding this subject. We see that Paul teaches us that we need faith to be saved and 

James teaches us that we need to be living a sanctified life of good works AS A RESULT 

OR NECESSARY CONSEQUENCE OF ALREADY BEING SAVED! We do not do 

good works in an attempt to earn favor or salvation, we do them as a result of already 

being in God‟s favor and because we are already saved. Do apple trees produce apples in 

an attempt to try to become apple trees or do they produce apples because that is what 

they do as a result of already being an apple tree? They behave according to their real 

nature. 

 

Summary 
Paul teaches us that real saving faith is necessary and it is given as a gift directly from 

God and not as a result of our own efforts. Paul gives us the theology of faith. James 

teaches us that genuine faith will certainly result in genuine good works and a sanctified 

walk in this world. The world will see our faith in our walk and in our talk. This will be 

the evidence to ourselves as well as to the world that God has truly saved us and He does 

indeed change lives from the inside out. 

 

Application 

By way of application, I would like to offer the admonition of Peter found in: 

 

2 Peter 1:10-11 

10 Therefore, brethren, be all the more diligent to make certain about His calling and 

choosing you; for as long as you practice these things, you will never stumble; 11 for in 

this way the entrance into the eternal kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ will be 

abundantly supplied to you.  

NAS 

 


