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14 What use is it, my brethren, if someone 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. 
 
2:14-26 James 2:14-26 has been a very difficult section of this letter for many Christians 

to read, contemplate, and interpret throughout history, as it can be improperly approached 
from the perspective that human actions merit eternal salvation. Sometimes this has been 
caused by various lay readers only pulling out a verse, or clause or two, here or there—and 
not expelling a huge amount of consideration or attention for the issue(s) actually being 
discussed by James, or for that matter some more involved approaches to the topics of 
righteousness and justification, which might not involve a remission of sins at all. In 2:14-
26, it is most important to be aware of how James posits the position of a person who 
purports to have faith, yet such a self-claimed faith is not one which has been followed by 
the proper works or actions. This particularly regarded the works and actions of kindness, 
mercy, and service toward those in need, rooted within the high ethical and moral 
imperatives of God’s Torah. 

2:14 James remarks how it is impossible to have a faith without works, stating, “What 
good is it, my brothers and sisters, if people claim to have faith but have no deeds? Can such 
faith save them?” (TNIV). While rendered as “What use is it” (NASU) or “What good is it” 
(NIV), ophelos, can also allow for a translation such as, “What does it profit” (RSV). It means 
“to heap up. Increase, profit, meaning furtherance, advantage” (AMG).66 The NLT has a good 
paraphrase of this verse: “Dear brothers and sisters, what's the use of saying you have faith 
if you don't prove it by your actions? That kind of faith can't save anyone.” V. 14 has been a 
cause of considerable confusion because James asks his audience how a faith without works 
can actually be demonstrated to have the value or capacity, of being able to save a person. 
Faith not evidenced by the appropriate works, actions, or deeds will not do anyone any 
good—because such a faith really does not have any substantial profit. Faith without an 
incumbent supernatural impetus to perform actions reflective of the Holy God who 
saves sinners, is something with no real value. 

When James made these remarks, he was trying to instill in his readers a desire to obey 
God fully, and have them realize that they have a great responsibility as representatives of 
His Kingdom on Earth. Jewish tradition of the First Century held that the Patriarch 
Abraham’s righteousness was demonstrated by his deeds, a sentiment which James’ readers 
should have been familiar with. 1 Maccabees 2:51-52 attests, “Remember the deeds of the 
fathers, which they did in their generations; and receive great honor and an everlasting 
name. Was not Abraham found faithful when tested, and it was reckoned to him as 

 
66 Spiros Zodhiates, ed., Complete Word Study Dictionary: New Testament (Chattanooga: AMG Publishers, 
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righteousness?” As many of James’ listeners were no doubt facing some trials, James was 
appealing to their common knowledge of Tanach Scripture, and the fact that the actions or 
works that Messiah followers perform in trials, are what cause Believers to mature. Such is 
the place where they are truly able to demonstrate their faith and put it into practice, where 
perhaps an intellectual ascent to the faith can naturally translate over into faithfulness to 
the will of God. 

The challenge for many Christian theologians over the centuries has been what often 
appears to be, at least on the surface, an irreconcilable view of “works” from the writing of 
James the Just and the letters of the Apostle Paul. While James asked his readers if a faith 
without works has the power to save an individual, Paul widely considered human works or 
actions to be powerless to save an individual. Ephesians 2:8-9 states candidly, “For by grace 
you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; not as a 
result of works, so that no one may boast.” Here, human actions are targeted as not being 
the source or cause of eternal salvation, as eternal salvation is the free gift of God’s grace. In 
James 2:14, the quality or main value of one’s faith, which is to involve the appropriate works, 
is what is in view. This is not in contradiction with the Apostle Paul, for as Ephesians 2:10 
following says, “For we are His workmanship, created in Messiah Yeshua for good works, 
which God prepared beforehand so that we would walk in them.” Paul envisioned a Messiah 
faith for people that would involve Believers walking in good works. 

It has, to be sure, been thought that while quantitatively James and Paul are not at all at 
odds with one another, that in their respective ministry services, they were having to 
address and confront some miscommunication that had occurred regarding their teachings. 
James and Paul were not at odds, but others misconstrued their teachings. It is hard to say if some 
of Paul’s earlier letters like Galatians or 1&2 Thessalonians preceded the composition of the 
Epistle of James, but is it not difficult to assume that many in the audience of James were 
also familiar with or had heard some of Paul’s teachings, and perhaps misunderstood them. 
Moo addresses some of this, observing, 

“The readers of the letter, scattered by persecution into areas near Antioch, have 
become acquainted with a perverted form of the Pauline viewpoint, with the slogan ‘faith 
alone justifies’ as its hallmark. James writes, then, to counter this false view of the 
relationship between faith, works, and salvation. James and Paul, when properly 
interpreted in their own contexts, are not opposed to one another on this point. They give 
the appearance of a conflict because they are writing from very different vantage points in 
order to combat very different problems.”67 

It is valid to say, especially with what will follow in vs. 15-16, that the works which 
James is primarily looking to see manifest in the lives of Messiah followers, include acts of 
mercy, kindness, and love. They are essentially humanitarian deeds that contemporary 
Christians of all shapes and sizes believe are absolutely vital for Believers to demonstrate to 
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others in our world. But it is inappropriate to say that other outward works of observance 
are also not implied in his statements as well. Our love to one another should be 
demonstrated in our attitudes toward one another, but likewise our proper attitude toward 
God should be demonstrated by how we obey Him in our weekly and seasonal routines, and 
how we identify ourselves as part of His collective people. James, the half-brother of 
Yeshua, continued to be quite Torah observant even until his death, as the historical record 
attests (see Introduction). 

True faith is evidenced by a person’s actions in the world, which demonstrate that such 
faith not only has great value, but is actually something that can change lives and how 
people reorient themselves to accomplishing the will of God, and not their own self-interest. 
These works are not to be forced as an act of the flesh—but should come naturally because 
of one’s love for God and commitment to spiritual growth and continual perfection, such 
good works serving as a testimony to the world of one’s salvation experience. 

Yeshua says, “Let your light shine before men in such a way that they may see your 
good works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 5:16). Ancient Israel was 
told, “So keep and do them, for that is your wisdom and your understanding in the sight of 
the peoples who will hear all these statutes and say, ‘Surely this great nation is a wise and 
understanding people’” (Deuteronomy 4:6), as keeping the Torah’s instruction was to be a 
testimony to the heathen nations around them. This is why God wants all of us to have works. A 
true faith or belief in God will be demonstrated by our works as part of the whole salvation 
experience. Salvation is not just being saved from eternal punishment, but encompasses a 
transformation of our hearts and minds that will enable us to have the good works that He 
desires of us. A faith not demonstrated by outward actions is not a faith at all. 

2:15-16 James provides some specific examples of works in vs. 15-16, which God expects 
His people to have. He opens by stating, “If a brother or sister is without clothing and in 
need of daily food” (v. 15), with some versions rendering gumnos as either “ill-clad” (RSV) or 
“naked” (NRSV). Whether some purposeful exaggeration is intended or not, the point made 
is that there are not just people in the world at large—but within the faith community 
itself—who lack the life essentials of food and clothing. The works or deeds required by 
people of faith, are most especially going to involve seeing that such life essentials are 
provided to those who do not have them. 

Yeshua talks about those who require physical care, by saying, “For I was hungry, and 
you gave Me something to eat; I was thirsty, and you gave Me something to drink; I was a 
stranger, and you invited Me in” (Matthew 25:35). The Apostle John observed, “We know 
love by this, that He laid down His life for us; and we ought to lay down our lives for the 
brethren. But whoever has the world's goods, and sees his brother in need and closes his 
heart against him, how does the love of God abide in him? Little children, let us not love with 
word or with tongue, but in deed and truth” (1 John 3:16-18). The Apostle Paul also spoke of 
“faith working through love” (Galatians 5:6) and “your work of faith and labor of love and 
steadfastness of hope in our Lord Yeshua the Messiah” (1 Thessalonians 1:3), which would 
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all involve the necessary acts of mercy needed for one’s fellow brothers and sisters in the 
faith. 

Upon noticing the condition of the needy brother or sister, James observes how “one of 
you [may say] to them, ‘Go in peace, be warmed and be filled’” (v. 16a), or “say “Shalom! 
Keep warm and eat hearty!” (CJB)—but then fail to offer any real help in any way. 
Somehow, a greeting of “peace” to a person, without any effort expelled to provide those 
who are without, with what they need, is considered to be an insufficient “work” 
demonstrated by those claiming faith. 

James’ reference to “peace” (Heb. shalom; Grk. eirēnē) is actually quite serious. In the 
Hebrew Tanach, “‘Peace’…means much more than mere absence of war. Rather, the root 
meaning of the verb shālēm better expresses the true concept of shālôm. Completeness, 
wholeness, harmony, fulfillment, are closer to the meaning. Implicit in shālôm is the idea of 
unimpaired relationships with others and fulfillment in one’s undertakings” (TWOT).68 To 
wish God’s “peace” upon a person should be taken that you wish somebody all of these great 
things. Presumably, a mature man or woman of God should be able to offer God’s peace in 
some tangible form, to those who lack it. While this involves demonstrating a kind and 
graceful demeanor, it might also very much involve providing resources so that people can 
eat, be clothed, and have a place to live. To express so-called “peace” to a person, and then 
deny others in need by not demonstrating proper action, is tantamount to mockery of God.69 

Unfortunately, for many in James’ audience, wishing “peace” upon those who were in 
desperate need of physical help, reveals a somewhat shallow or selective faith on their part. 
James rebuked those who had a defective faith which was devoid of outward deeds—which 
really should have come as second nature to those following a Torah ethic, and were 
committed to the teachings of Yeshua the Messiah. James asks, “without giving them the 
things needed for the body, what good is that?” (v. 16b, ESV), and he will use this statement 
as a remark to chastise his audience for dead faith (v. 17). The thought in view is that if one 
cannot see to provide the basic physical essentials to a fellow brother or sister in the faith, 
but yet wish them peace, how on Earth can other commandments of God be kept properly? 
How can the God of Creation, who desires that all people be reconciled to Himself via His 
Son, at all be represented properly? 

2:17 James has just highlighted the poor and needy, who require clothing and food, and 
how it is absurd to simply wish them “peace,” but then proceed to do nothing about seeing 
such peace enacted within their lives. James is clear, “faith by itself, if it has no works, is 
dead” (RSV). The Phillips New Testament has, “a bare faith without a corresponding life 
is...quite dead.” For James’ audience, those who failed to offer the necessary care for others 
without, were regarded as having a lifeless faith, perhaps not reflective of people who had 

 
68 G. Lloyd Carr, “shālôm,” in TWOT, 2:931. 
69 McCartney, 157. 
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been spiritually regenerated by the good news of Yeshua (v. 14). As Davids summarizes, 
“The so-called faith which fails to produce works...is simply not ‘saving faith.’”70 

Yet while in the case of James’ ancient circumstances, the works or deeds of physical 
service toward fellow members of the Body of Messiah were lacking—what kinds of actions 
might be lacking by Believers today, who claim to express some kind of fidelity to the Holy 
Scriptures? Many of today’s Messianic people have approached James 2:17 from the 
perspective that contemporary Christians who fail to observe the seventh-day 
Sabbath/Shabbat, appointed times of Leviticus 23, or eat a kosher diet, may not be saved. 
(Keep in mind that only our Eternal God ultimately knows who, and who is not, “saved.”) 
While it is absolutely true that there are Christian persons who want nothing to do with 
God’s Torah or their Hebraic Roots, there are also sincere evangelical Christians who are 
very much accomplishing the works of kindness and service emphasized by James (v. 15). 
These are the people—who if they can be shown a Torah observance by Messianics that 
exudes the grace and kindness of God at an excelsior level—may be convinced that a 
Messianic perspective is worthy of consideration. Alas, demonstrating such a mature faith, 
and being cautious to control our speech and attitudes (1:19-21; 3:2-11; 4:8), has not always 
been the easiest thing to do for our current Messianic generation. 
 

 
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.” 
 
2:18 James posits the position of one who may be regarded as an imaginary, or 

hypothetical opponent, which serves the purpose of not having to be embarrassingly 
specific with any one person or sub-group among his audience, which has erred. He 
summarizes, “supposing someone says, ‘Well: you have faith, and I have works.’ All right; 
show me your faith—but without doing any works; and then I will show you my faith, and 
I’ll do it by my works!” (Kingdom New Testament). The crux of what James is trying to 
communicate, is how a true faith which has changed people, has to be demonstrated via 
works. The verb deiknumi can mean “to exhibit someth. that can be apprehended by one 
or more of the senses, point out, show, make known,” or “to prove or make clear by 
evidence or reasoning, explain, prove” (BDAG).71 It is impossible, in James’ estimation, to 
demonstrate a faith without works/deeds/actions. 

James places an emphasis on ek tōn ergōn mou tēn pistin, “out of my works my faith” 
(YLT). Contrary to popular belief among many contemporary Christians, this is not in 
contradiction with the Apostle Paul, who definitely spoke of pistis di’ agapēs energoumenē, 
“faith working through love” (Galatians 5:6). There is no doubting that among the many 
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71 BDAG, pp 214, 215. 
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“works” that James would have expected his audience to steadfastly adhere to, would have 
included those distinct virtues, or fruit of the Spirit classified by Paul (Galatians 5:22-23).72 
 

 
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? 
 
2:19 James is quite serious about the faith of his audience being followed by appropriate 

works. To really hammer hard this point, he informs them, “You believe that God is one; you 
do well. Even the demons believe -- and shudder” (RSV). The statement “God is one” (eis 
estin ho Theos) is taken directly from the Shema of Deuteronomy 6:4: “Hear, O Israel! The 
LORD is our God, the LORD is one!”; Shema Yisrael, ADONAI Eloheinu, ADONAI echad. The Shema, 
for both ancient Judaism and modern Judaism, remains something repeated multiple times, 
every day, in traditional prayers (and is also present in many traditional liturgies of many 
Christian sects). And, the Shema definitely served as a part of the Messianic understanding 
of God in the Apostolic Scriptures (i.e., 1 Corinthians 8:4-6). Aside from the different 
dynamics regarding the Shema and the co-existence of the Father and Son in the Godhead, 
the Shema is principally a declaration on the supremacy of the God of Israel in the lives of 
His people. Those who declare that He is the God of Creation, are bidden to Him 
exclusively.73 

James observes on the fact that the forces of Satan also believe in this same God, and 
they shudder. Demons can recognize who God is, and they acknowledge His existence, 
likely having a far more tangible understanding of His supernatural reality than most 
mortals do. But simply because demons may acknowledge God, it can do nothing for them, 
except instill a high level of fear into them, as their eternal damnation is secure. Davids 
comments to this regard, on how “the NT knows of the monotheism of demons (Mk. 1:24; 
5:7; Acts 16:17; 19:15) and their fear before Christ, whom they recognize (Mk. 1:23, 24; 5:7). 
The point is that their knowledge of who God is does not save them; in fact, it is this very 
knowledge of which makes them shudder...A faith which cannot go beyond this level is 
worse than useless.”74 

Are those who have a defective faith, and may believe that only a mental ascent of God, 
and then a selective obedience to Him is all that is necessary—not that much better off than 
the demons? Moo indicates, “James might be implying, as demons, knowing something of 
the true God, yet lacking true faith, shudder in fear of judgment, so also ought people whose 

 
72 “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-

control; against such things there is no law” (Galatians 5:22-23). 
73 Consult the author’s article “What Does the Shema Really Mean?”, appearing in Confronting Yeshua’s 

Divinity and Messiahship. 
74 Davids, 126. 
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verbal profession is not followed up with actions.”75 An acknowledgment of God’s existence 
and primacy is not enough; James’ point is that the demons know that God is primary, but 
that is certainly not going to provide them with salvation as eternally condemned creatures. 
Those who are committed to believing in the Shema, and who believe that Yeshua is the 
Messiah who provides eternal salvation to redeemed human beings, then have a duty to 
take such faith and demonstrate appropriate deeds. 

To James the Just, a Believer cannot just say that he or she acknowledges the existence 
of God, go through a few religious motions, but then fail to act in the key works which 
should be present in all Believers. If a mental recognition of God is sufficient, then demons 
can apparently be saved—which they obviously cannot. James’ argument is, admittedly, 
somewhat extreme, but it proves a valid point. If all that is required for salvation is a 
recognition that Yeshua died and rose again, then demons who likewise recognize this fact 
can be saved and redeemed from their fate. This is why a human being’s faith has to be more. A 
man or woman’s faith has to be evidenced in a transformation of heart and mind, which will 
enable the individual to carry out the good works that the Heavenly Father expects from 
each one of His children. 

2:20 James speaks to his audience, inquiring, “Do you want to be shown, you senseless 
person, that faith apart from works is barren?” (NRSV). Those claiming to have faith in God, 
but do not have any kind of associated actions with such faith, only have something to be 
regarded as “useless” (NASU) or “lifeless” (Kingdom New Testament). 

While the term “faith” has been frequently used in our examination of the Epistle of 
James, what are some of the main things our author is actually referring to? What are the 
main, underlying Hebrew and Greek terms used in the Bible to describe “faith,” needing a 
review? First consider this sufficient definition of “faith” from the Pocket Dictionary of 
Theological Terms: 

“A biblical word that refers both to intellectual belief and to relational trust or 
commitment. The biblical authors generally do not make a distinction between faith as 
belief and faith as trust, but tend to see true faith as consisting of both what is believed (e.g., 
that God exists, that Jesus is Lord) and the personal commitment to a person that is 
trustworthy, reliable and able to save (that is, trust in the person of Christ as the way to 
salvation).”76 

The Hebrew verb aman and derivative forms are used in the Tanach or Old Testament 
to describe concepts such as “faith,” “belief,” “trust,” “faithfulness,” and “firmness.” As 
TWOT summarizes, “This very important concept in biblical doctrine gives clear evidence of 
the biblical meaning of ‘faith’ in contradistinction to the many popular concepts of the term. 
At the heart of the meaning of the root is the idea of certainty. And this is borne out by the 

 
75 Moo, 131. 
76 Stanley J. Grenz, David Guretzki, and Cherith Fee Nordling, Pocket Dictionary of Theological Terms 

(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1999), 50. 
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NT definition of faith found in Heb 11:1.”77 Notably, the term Amein or “Amen” is derived 
from aman, roughly meaning “so be it.” When we end our prayers with “Amen,” we consent 
to God that we have complete trust, faithfulness, and assurance in Him. 

The related Greek term for faith via the LXX, and which is employed in the Apostolic 
Scriptures, is pistis, and its related verb form is pisteuō. TDNT indicates that “Formally in the 
NT, as in Greek usage, pisteúō denotes reliance, trust, and belief.”78 

Having faith in God means that a human individual should put his or her complete 
trust and belief in Him. A critical part of having faith in God is having an internal assurance 
that when one obeys God, the Lord will honor a person for such obedience, being present 
through the challenges of life. Regardless of what anyone in the world may think or say of 
the actions required of a follower of God, faith looks beyond whatever problems may arise 
from one’s obedience, because a person knows that God is truly there. 

While possessing faith, trust, or belief in God definitely does involve a level of 
intellectual assent—to say that it ends there, is entirely not the point of James’ message. For 
James, “faith divorced from deeds is barren” (NEB), which The Amplified Bible has for v. 20, 
with it being “inactive and ineffective and worthless.” The term argos means “generally, 
inactive, slothful, idle, lazy” (LS),79 and can involve being “free from labor, at leisure,” or “lazy, 
shunning the labor which one ought to perform” (Thayer).80 A quality of faith which is argos, as 
James has previously stated, has no capacity to genuinely save people (v. 14). A quality of 
faith, which not only acknowledges God’s existence (as the demons likewise do, v. 19), but 
has good works accompanying it (Ephesians 2:10), is one which shows that a man or woman 
truly has the word implanted within them (1:21). 

If any of us truly has faith in God, then we will be able to act upon that faith, having the 
proper actions in the world. While we may not always have the same gifts, talents, and 
skills—we are to still act upon our trust and belief in the Lord, obeying Him, and testifying 
of Him as transformed people. Today’s Messianic Believers widely claim to be Torah 
observant—and so the responsibility upon us is most enormous. We verbally express a 
commitment to follow the Law of God. How useful and beneficial is our testimony of faith, and 
the actions we demonstrate? What are the actions which we need to be demonstrating, 
which might be overlooked at present? How might such actions involve our attitudes and 
treatment of other people, rather than just today’s Messianics going through some sort of 
motions of keeping Shabbat, the appointed times, or eating kosher? 
 

 

 
77 Jack B. Scott, “aman,” in TWOT, 1:51. 
As Hebrews 11:1 states, “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” 
78 R. Bultmann, “to believe, trust,” in TDNT, 853. 
79 LS, 114. 
80 Thayer, 72. 
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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” 
[Genesis 15:6], and he was called the friend of God. 
 
2:21 Proceeding to explain how faith without works is worthless or barren (v. 20), 

James asks a complicated question: “Was not Abraham our father justified by works when 
he offered up Isaac his son on the altar?” Many have taken James’ statement that Abraham 
was “justified by works,” ex ergōn edikaiōthē, as not only a declaration of Abraham being 
declared free and forgiven of sin, but that Abraham received eternal salvation as a result of 
his human actions. Not only would such a conclusion sit in flat contradiction to other 
Biblical passages, such as Ephesians 2:8-9,81 which steadfastly declare that human action 
cannot merit a person eternal salvation—but it would most especially fail to consider the 
different dynamics and components of justification/righteousness. While such 
contours of justification/righteousness do widely elude the lay reader of James, they do not 
elude those who are familar with discussions present in Biblical Studies. There has been 
much discussion within the past three decades or so (mid-to-late 1980s-present) regarding 
the different dynamics and components of justification/righteousness (Heb. tzedaqah; Grk. 
dikaiosunē). McKnight offers a fair summary of what has transpired, and various 
components of debates occurring in our time: 

 
“To be called ‘righteous’ is to be described, in general, as one who conforms to a 
standard. But life is not lived simply in the general; we live in particular worlds. So, to 
be called ‘righteous’ in the Bible means that one’s behavior and life conform to the 
Torah, the standard of God (Gen 38:26). To be called ‘righteous’ in Judaism means that 
one’s behavior and life conform to the Torah as interpreted by one’s authorities—e.g., 
the Teacher of Righteousness at Qumran or Hillel or Shammai. To be called ‘righteous’ 
in the messianic community of James means that one’s behavior and life conform to the 
Torah as interpreted by Jesus (Luke 18:14) and the leaders of that messianic 
community, most especially James (1:26-27; 2:8-13; etc.). To be called ‘righteous’ in the 
world of Paul means to be conformed to the standard of God by union with Christ (Gal 
3:11-12; Rom 2:13; 3:23-26; 4:5).”82 
 
There is certainly more that can be considered regarding contemporary theological 

debates per what justification/righteousness involves in Scripture—particularly in various 
places of the Apostolic Scriptures. Elements and components of how the Torah and Tanach, 

 
81 “For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; not as a 

result of works, so that no one may boast” (Ephesians 2:8-9). 
82 McKnight, 246. 
Ibid., 251 himself draws the conclusion that “Justification by works...is not by ‘works of the law’ so much as 

it is by ‘works of mercy’ as the way to interpret genuine Torah observance.” 
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Second Temple Judaism, James, and Paul all describe justification/righteousness might be 
seen to overlap one another, requiring targeted investigation of various passages. The main 
point to be emphasized is that it is far too simple, and most inappropriate, to just assume 
that justification/righteousness can only involve a being declared free and forgiven from 
sins. Justification/righteousness can involve being identified as a member of God’s own, in 
particular by demonstrating behavior and actions reflective of God. So, when James the Just 
says that the Patriarch Abraham was “justified by works,” can this be more akin to, Abraham 
demonstrated himself as being one of God’s people/His own by his actions? Noting the verb 
dikaioō, often rendered as “justify” or “declare righteous,” McCartney lists five possible 
definitions that need not escape a reader’s notice: 

 
1. To give justice to someone; to correct a wrong 
2. To declare someone righteous (generally) or in the right (on a specific issue); to 

render a verdict of “innocent”; to vindicate or acquit (and thus the opposite of 
condemn) 

3. To prove or demonstrate that someone is righteous or in the right 
4. To clear a debt obligation, either by forgiveness or by the debt being paid off 
5. To cause someone to behave righteously83 
 
Many examiners of v. 21, and noting how people have at times inappropriately 

concluded that James thinks that Abraham was granted eternal salvation via his 
works/actions/deeds, have opted to approach justification/righteousness from the third 
definition listed above. That Abraham was “proved righteous” (TLV), or “considered 
righteous” (NIV), is to be taken as a demonstration of Abraham having the appropriate 
character and actions incumbent of those who are a part of God’s people. Davids succinctly 
says, “the [edikaiōthē] refers not to a forensic act in which a sinner is declared 
acquitted...but to a declaration by God that a person is righteous, ṣaddîq.”84 While there 
should be no doubting that there are indeed many places in the Scriptures where 
justification/righteousness involves being declared innocent and forgiven of sins, James 
2:21 is not one of those places. 

Abraham demonstrated the proper action incumbent upon those who express belief in 
God, and was regarded as being one of God’s own, His friend (v. 23). In 1 Maccabees 2:52, it 
is stated, “Was not Abraham found faithful when tested, and it was reckoned to him as 
righteousness?” Here, being just/righteous, identified by the noun dikaiosunē, is directly 
associated with being faithful, identified by the adjective pistos. Abraham was obviously not 
granted eternal salvation via his offering up of Isaac (Genesis 22:9-10), but he did 
demonstrate himself to be in the proper standing, in his relationship with the Lord. 

 
83 McCartney, pp 162-163. 
84 Davids, 127. 
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2:22 Was the Patriarch Abraham at all “saved” by his works? This is not the perspective 
of James the Just, who has just referenced the offering up of Isaac as a sacrifice. James states 
how “faith was working with his works, and as a result of the works, faith was perfected.” 
Some translations appear to be at a bit of a conundrum with how to render hē pistis sunērgei 
tois ergois, as the verb sunergeō means “to engage in cooperative endeavor, work together 
with, assist, help” (BDAG).85 This clause may appear as “his faith and his actions were 
working together” (NIV); “faith was active together with his works” (HCSB); “faith was at 
work in his actions” (NEB); “faith was cooperating along with his works” (Kingdom New 
Testament). 

Even with a variance of English renderings present for v. 22, when we take into 
consideration a small selection from different Bible versions, it is obvious that faith and 
works go together. A genuine faith in God is to work together, cooperate with, help, or assist a 
follower of God in his or her life encounters with Him. A quality of faith which has the 
capacity to genuinely save a person, produces good deeds. One of the most significant deeds 
ever performed in the Bible is Abraham offering up his son Isaac as a sacrifice—because not 
only was Abraham planning to kill the child of promise given to him by the Lord, but 
Abraham would have had to have the confidence of knowing that the Lord’s promises would 
have been fulfilled regardless. As Hebrews 11:17 explains, “By faith Abraham, when he was 
tested, offered up Isaac, and he who had received the promises was offering up his only 
begotten son.” 

The intention of James in v. 22 is to communicate how actions resultant from faith, see 
that “faith [is] made complete” (NIV); “brought to completion” (NRSV); or “perfected” 
(NASU). When a person obeys the Lord via tangible actions—as in the case of Abraham 
offering up Isaac for sacrifice—his or her confidence and belief in Him, is to mature. 
Doubtlessly with Abraham, when God acknowledged his obedience and provided the ram 
for the sacrifice instead of Isaac (Genesis 22:11-19), Abraham’s trust in God was significantly 
deepened and was greatly enhanced. While Abraham was not “saved” by this action, this 
action was a significant exercise in spiritual perfection. 

2:23 Resultant from Abraham’s action of offering up Isaac, James asserts, “and the 
Scripture was fulfilled that says, ‘Abraham believed God, and it was counted to him as 
righteousness’—and he was called a friend of God” (ESV). Here, James quotes from Genesis 
15:6, “Then he believed in the LORD; and He reckoned it to him as righteousness,” as Genesis 
15:6 is one of the main Torah passages which is often provided as a key support for the 
traditional Protestant doctrine of justification by faith. Here in v. 23, the dynamic of 
dikaiosunē in view is stated: Abraham “was called the friend of God,” meaning that he 
was in covenant relationship with Him. James’ specific perspective here, regarding 
Genesis 15:6, concerns the Patriarch Abraham being a member of God’s own, and reflecting 

 
85 BDAG, 969. 
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behavior that demonstrates oneself a member of God’s own. That Abraham was a friend of 
God, is a concept directly taken from the Tanach (Isaiah 41:8; 2 Chronicles 20:7). 

There are conflicts between examiners, who are at a bit of a loss, as to what to do with 
Genesis 15:6 being quoted by James, here in v. 23, and with what Paul says in Galatians 3:6, 
where he too quotes from Genesis 15:6: “Abraham BELIEVED GOD, AND IT WAS RECKONED TO HIM 
AS RIGHTEOUSNESS.” While there are debates regarding how both the Epistle of James and the 
Epistle to the Galatians (and to a lesser extent, the Epistle to the Romans) should be 
interpreted, there is a growing acceptance in New Testament Studies that there are specific 
places within the letter to the Galatians where the justification/righteousness in view does 
involve membership within God’s covenant people via the Judaizers/Influencers’ insistence 
upon proselyte circumcision for covenant inclusion, and not a being remitted from sins; one 
of Paul’s main points in Galatians is that belief in the Messiah reckons a person as a part of 
God’s people.86 At the same time, one’s status within God’s people as 
justification/righteousness, can widely be predicated upon being forgiven of sins by trust in 
Him and in the Messiah He has sent. So, might Genesis 15:6 be a kind of nexus passage, if you 
will, where all of the main meanings of justification/righteousness come together? If so, this 
can definitely ease much of the tension that some readers may have between James and 
Paul. It would allow for Genesis 15:6 to be applied in some different ways, although ways 
more related than not. 

Considering the different dynamics and components of justification/righteousness 
(tzedaqah, dikaiosunē), will be necessary, as Messianic Biblical Studies improves, as will our 
understanding of the diverse range of passages employing this terminology.87 
 

 
24 You see that a man is justified by works and not by faith alone. 
 
2:24 What is James saying in v. 24? Horate hoti ex ergōn dikaioutai anthrōpos kai ouk 

pisteōs monon, “You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone” (ESV). 
Some have taken James’ comments, “You see that a man is proved righteous by works and 
not by faith alone” (TLV), and have come to the conclusion that human or mortal actions can 
actually merit eternal salvation for a person. Yet, this cannot be a position sustained from 
the wider cotext of vs. 10-25, where the godly actions incumbent upon those who claim the 
Creator God as their own are in view. Such works or deeds are important evidence of an 
active and living faith, and that men and women who claim the One True God are in a 
covenant relationship with Him. 

The debate, however, as to whether or not James the Just actually promoted a salvation 
message where human actions could merit eternal salvation (and would be in conflict with 

 
86 This is explored within the author’s commentary Galatians for the Practical Messianic. 
87 Hopefully in the future, the author will be able to write a detailed theological analysis of the doctrine of 

salvation. 
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the sentiments expressed in Romans 4:1-9), or whether some other dynamics regarding 
justification/righteousness are in view in v. 24, has at least gone back to the early Protestant 
Reformation. Calvin actually had some useful perspectives to consider in his commentary 
on the Epistle of James, in the Sixteenth Century: 

 
“So when the sophists set James against Paul, they are deceived by the double term 
‘justification’. When Paul says we are justified by faith, he means precisely that we 
have won a verdict of righteousness in the sight of God. James has quite another 
intention, that the man who professes himself to be faithful should demonstrate the 
truth of his fidelity by works. James did not mean to teach us where the confidence of 
our salvation should rest—which is the very point on which Paul does insist. So let us 
avoid the false reasoning which has trapped the sophists, by taking note of the double 
meaning: to Paul, the word denotes our free imputation of righteousness before the 
judgment seat of God, to James, the demonstration of righteousness from its effects, in 
the sight of men; which we may deduce from the preceding words, Shew me thy faith, 
etc. In this latter sense, we may admit that without controversy that man is justified by 
works, just as you might say a man is enriched by the purchase of a large and costly 
estate, since his wealth, which beforehand he kept out of sight in a strong-box, has 
become well known.”88 
 
Some have read James’ statement, “You see that a man is proved righteous by works 

and not by faith alone” (TLV), as a correction issued to various Pauline teachings—or far 
more likely, a correction to those who have misunderstood various Pauline teachings. More 
contemporary examiners over the past two to three decades, with the kind of specification 
to detail as elucidated by Calvin above—and with some desire to read Scripture 
holistically—have been fairer, in various degrees, to distinguish between the different 
vantage points of James the Just and the Apostle Paul.89 Martin asserts, “Whereas Paul’s 
audience is in danger of relying on ‘works’ for salvation, James’ readers are excusing 
themselves from good works, thereby showing a faith that is dead.”90 N.T. Wright more 
elaborately talks about how, “a person is justified by works and not by faith alone” 
(Kingdom New Testament), involves, 

“It wasn’t a bare acknowledgement of God, but rather an active friendship (verse 23, 
referring to passages like Isaiah 41.8). That friendship, embodied in the ‘covenant’ which 

 
88 Calvin, pp 285-286. 
89 Bauckham, in ECB, 1488 is one who I think, wrongly, has concluded that “James...is entirely oblivious to 

the question of Gentile believers in Christ,” and concludes that “works” in the Pauline letters and in the Epistle of 
James are largely different, with one pertaining to so-called “boundary markers” of Jewish exclusivity (Paul), 
and the other with acts of grace and kindness (James). Cf. McKnight, 228 in part/partially. 

For a further exploration of the different aspects and contours regarding “works” in the Apostolic 
Scriptures, consult the author’s article “What are ‘Works of the Law’?” in his book The New Testament Validates 
Torah. 

90 Martin, 95. 
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God established in Genesis 15.7-20 and reaffirmed in 22.15-18, is the basis for what James, 
like Paul, calls ‘justification’, God’s declaration that a person is a member of the covenant, 
is ‘in the right’, is part of God’s forgiven family.”91 

With Wright’s comments in mind, and even though he offers the traditional rendering 
of “justified” in both his commentary and Kingdom New Testament publications, 
“vindicated” might be a valid alternative English offering for v. 24, for what is intended via 
the verb dikaioō. Thusly, when the different vantage points of James and Paul are 
considered, as well as the different dynamics of justification/righteousness, what we see 
presented in v. 24 is that external evidence of a true internal heart change oriented toward 
God, with people demonstrating that they are truly His, is what is to be shown toward the 
world. 

James the Just’s epistle does not contradict the letters of the Apostle Paul, which tend to 
emphasize that people are saved by grace through faith. In James’ epistle, he contrasts a 
mental ascent of faith without good, appropriate works, which are required actions of those 
who are serving God—to Paul’s writings which largely emphasize a living faith, where one 
has to continually rely upon God for His redemption and forgiveness, as human 
works/actions/deeds do not merit any person eternal salvation. One early Messianic leader 
confronted an immature faith without good works (James), and another early Messianic 
leader confronted a salvation believed to be produced by human/mortal works (Paul). To 
this end, it is useful for each of us to consider the observations of John Wesley, who said in 
the Eighteenth Century, that “there is no contradiction between the apostles: because (1) 
they do not speak of the same faith: St. Paul speaking of living faith; St. James here, of dead 
faith. (2) they do not speak of the same works: St. Paul speaking of works antecedent to 
faith; St. James, of works subsequent to it.”92 

Messianic Believers today need to take important note of what James is truly saying in 
v. 24. It is a fact that a faith which is not manifested via good works, is no faith at all. People 
who do not demonstrate their faith via their works are in a sorry state indeed. They have 
not allowed salvation to encompass every part of their being, including a regeneration of the 
will to do what is pleasing to God. On a similar note, however, James would not 
communicate to today’s Messianic people that by keeping the Sabbath, the Biblical festivals, 
and eating kosher—that they will hence, “be saved.” A person’s faith and works go together, 
and one can outwardly “obey God,” while at the same time be internally demonstrating a 
low state of morality, ethics, and respect toward other people (outside or inside the Body of 
Messiah). A born again Believer’s obedience to the Father must permeate every aspect of 
his or her being, and affect both physical actions and internal heart attitude. 
 

 
91 Wright, 19. 
92 John Wesley, Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament, reprint (Peterborough, UK: Epworth Press, 

2000), 863. 
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Excursus: Will Torah-Keeping Merit a Person a “Righteous” Status? 
adapted from the author’s book The New Testament Validates Torah 

 
“Many people think the Law was given so that by keeping it we will become 
righteous.” 
 

The idea that observing the Torah will merit righteousness for people is based on 
Deuteronomy 6:25, where the Ancient Israelites declare, “It will be righteousness for 
us if we are careful to observe all this commandment before the LORD our God, 
just as He commanded us.” The Hebrew word for righteousness in the Tanach is 
tzedaqah.93 HALOT offers a variety of definitions for it, including: “loyalty to the 
community, in conduct, honesty,” “justice, of the human judge and of the king; it 
includes the elimination of anything breaking the peace and the preservation of good 
order,” “justness of the divine judge,” “justness, meaning community loyalty,” 
“justness, justice, meaning God’s loyalty to the community,” “entitlement, just 
cause…deeds of justice, deeds of loyalty to the community, or covenant.”94 Tzedaqah 
is derived from the word tzedeq, which “refers to an ethical, moral standard and of 
course in the OT that standard is the nature and will of God” (TWOT).95 

The underlying terms for righteousness and justification in the Bible (the Hebrew 
root tzqd and Greek root dik-) have a wider array of application than do their 
equivalent English terms today. To be “righteous/justified” can relate to one’s identity 
as God’s people, or being made a part of God’s people, as much as it can mean being 
forgiven of sin, or demonstrating proper and virtuous behavior.96 

The Keil & Delitzch Commentary on the Old Testament states for Deuteronomy 6:25, 
“our righteousness will consist in the observance of the law; we shall be regarded and 
treated by God as righteous, if we are diligent in the observance of the law.”97 If 
righteousness or tzedaqah is to be taken from the perspective of a right and cleared 
standing before God, then this surely presents one obvious problem: Where in the 
history of the Bible have God’s people ever perfectly obeyed Him? Where has the 
keeping of the commandments resulted in His people being considered righteous, 
blameless, perfect, and without any error before Him? If we were all righteous because 
we followed the Torah, then we would really not need a Savior for eternal redemption 
(Galatians 3:21b). 

The perspective that Torah-keeping will bring salvation seems to be represented 
in the NJPS translation of Deuteronomy 6:25: “It will be therefore to our merit before 
the LORD our God to observe faithfully this whole Instruction.” In his commentary on 

 
93 Its main Greek equivalent in the Septuagint and Apostolic Scriptures is dikaiosunē. 
94 HALOT, 2:1006. 
95 Harold G. Stigers, “tzadeq,” in TWOT, 2:752. 
96 Cf. Philip F. Esler, Conflict and Identity in Romans: The Social Setting of Paul’s Letter (Minneapolis: 

Augsberg Fortress, 2003), pp 163-168. 
97 E-Sword 8.0.8: Keil & Delitzsch Commentary on the Old Testament. MS Windows 9x. Franklin, TN: 

Equipping Ministries Foundation, 2008. 
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Deuteronomy, Jewish scholar Jeffrey H. Tigay argues for this verse, “That is, ‘it will be 
to our credit,’ implying that one accumulates credit for meritorious good deeds.”98 As 
his corroborating evidence, he references statements witnessed in both the Tosefta 
and the Mishnah, some early Rabbinic literature from the Second Century C.E. t.Peah 
1:2 says, “Doing good…creates a principal [for the world-to-come] and bears 
interest…[in this world],”99 followed by m.Peah 1:1, which more fully attests: 

“These are the things the benefit of which a person enjoys in this world, while the 
principal remains for him in the world to come: [deeds in] honor of father and mother, 
[performance of] righteous deeds, and [acts which] bring peace between a man and his 
fellow. But the study of Torah is as important as all of them together.”100 

None of us can argue against that honoring one’s parents, accomplishing holy 
deeds reflective of God’s own righteousness, and trying to facilitate peace among one’s 
neighbors are things that we should all be doing. The question is whether the 
performance of these various works can result in human beings having a right 
standing before God. Yeshua said quite directly, “For I say to you that unless your 
righteousness surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will not enter the 
kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:20). The scribes and Pharisees often had such high 
and elite standards of what was considered “righteousness,” that the Lord says 
common human righteousness must exceed their standards in order to enter into the 
Kingdom. For us today, this would mean that without Yeshua, we basically need to 
keep all of the extra-Biblical laws of Orthodox Judaism perfectly to be saved. But this is 
impossible in our human condition. We might be able to learn from Rabbinic 
commentary in order to be more effective in holy conduct, but our sinful inclinations 
will often get the better of us no matter how hard we really try. 

Various Christian Old Testament theologians, who generally have a rather positive 
outlook on the Law of Moses, tend to propose another perspective on Deuteronomy 
6:25. Rather than arguing that Torah-keeping will merit people righteousness before 
God, Christopher J.H. Wright instead indicates how this verse “is virtually the OT 
‘gospel’ in a nutshell. The crucial point here, however, is that this definitive statement 
of Israel’s salvation history is given as the answer to a fundamental question about the 
law…The basis of the law lies in the history of redemption (vv. 21-23); the reason for 
keeping the law is to enjoy the blessings of redemption (v. 24); the fruit of obeying the 
law is the righteousness that is the goal of redemption (v. 25).”101 Wright is entirely 
correct in emphasizing the positive, educational nature of the Torah, particularly in 
terms of how successive generations of the Ancient Israelites would learn of God’s 
deliverance by the Exodus. Deuteronomy 6:21 instructs, “then you shall say to your 
son, ‘We were slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt, and the LORD brought us from Egypt with a 
mighty hand.’” A proper response to God’s intervening and saving action should be 

 
98 Jeffrey H. Tigay, JPS Torah Commentary: Deuteronomy (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1996), 83. 
99 Roger Brooks, trans., “Peah,” in Jacob Neusner, ed., The Tosefta: Translated from the Hebrew With a New 

Introduction, 2 vols. (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2002), 1:47. 
100 Roger Brooks, trans., “Peah,” in Neusner, Mishnah, 15. 
101 Christopher Wright, New International Biblical Commentary: Deuteronomy (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 

1996), 104. 
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obedience to Him. The history of Ancient Israel, especially in texts like 1&2 Kings, 
sadly reveals that this was frequently not the case. Furthermore, the history of 
humanity in general is one of disobedience and rebellion toward the Creator (i.e., 
Romans 1). 

The question of whether or not Deuteronomy 6:25 lays forth the hypothesis that if 
the Ancient Israelites were able to keep the Torah, they would be “righteous” or 
“justified,” is a legitimate one, because of how the verse is constructed. What is 
communicated is u’tzedaqah ti’heyeh-lanu ki-nishmor l’asot et-kol-ha’mitzvah ha’zot, 
“And it shall be counted as our righteousness, when we take care to fulfill all this 
commandment…” (Keter Crown Bible). The result of whatever tzedaqah is to be 
considered here, however worthwhile it may be, originates from the action of people. 
However, one can certainly debate whether such tzedaqah/righteousness/justification 
is an individual vindication of sin before Him, or a corporate demonstration of being of 
His own covenant people. 

Can any kind of righteousness/justification result from human obedience to God’s 
commandments? Deuteronomy 6:25 seems to present the possibility that at least an 
excellent obedience of God’s commandments could somehow result in tzedaqah status. 
Once again, though, we are most soberly reminded of how fallen human nature is often 
prone to do exactly the opposite of what God expects. The Psalmist affirms, “They 
have all turned aside, together they have become corrupt; there is no one who does 
good, not even one” (Psalm 14:3; cf. 53:3b). Paul reaffirms, “THERE IS NONE RIGHTEOUS, 
NOT EVEN ONE” (Romans 3:10). The kind of obedience, that would merit tzedaqah status, 
is frequently unattainable for human beings with a fallen sin nature. 

As high and as holy as God’s Torah is, and as much as His people should seek 
obedience to it and compliance with it, so much of the consternation we experience in 
life is over what happens in our relationship with Him when we are caught breaking the 
Law. Even in a Messianic community that emphasizes God’s grace and mercy as super-
abounding to be there to cover some of the most problematic of sins (cf. Romans 5:20), 
so much of our time is spent worrying over matters like having to fill up our gas tanks 
on Shabbat when we forget to do so, or even going to the drug store to buy aspirin or 
antacid. Sins where we can all clearly be found in the wrong are in violating those 
commandments and principles where harm to a neighbor’s person or his/her character 
will be found, where we are guilty of elevating our own self-worth and we cheapen the 
value of other people in our own estimation—perhaps even thinking that God 
approves of our attitudes. 

Only Yeshua the Messiah, who expressly stated He came to “fulfill all 
righteousness” (Matthew 3:15)—which was definitely manifested in His fulfilling the 
Torah (Matthew 5:17)—perfectly kept Moses’ Teaching. He was the One sacrificed 
for the transgressions of all people. Our common inability to keep the thrust of 
Deuteronomy 6:25 is what should precisely drive us to Him as our Divine Savior. 
People have all failed to obey the Torah and its commandments. We have all fallen short 
of God’s standard. With all thankfulness and gratitude, though, the sacrifice of Yeshua 
has been provided so we do not have to have the condemnation of the Law come 
crashing down upon us! We can each be redeemed from the Torah’s penalties via the 
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power of the gospel, and then be supernaturally empowered by the Holy Spirit within 
us to let the Lord write His commandments on our hearts just as He has promised 
(Jeremiah 31:31-34; Ezekiel 36:25-27). 

What this means is that the real righteousness Messiah followers must be reaching 
out for is none other than that which is granted to them from Yeshua’s very work on 
their behalf at Golgotha (Calvary). As a direct result of being saved by God’s grace 
through faith (Ephesians 2:8-9), the Apostle Paul says “For we are His workmanship, 
created in Messiah Yeshua for good works, which God prepared beforehand so that we 
would walk in them” (Ephesians 2:10). Yeshua Himself bids His disciples, “Let your 
light shine before men in such a way that they may see your good works, and glorify 
your Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 5:16). Good works of obedience to the Torah 
are to surely come as a result of the redemption we experience by faith, and 
demonstrate that we are truly God’s own (James 2:17-18, 22). But, such good works will 
be natural evidence of the Holy Spirit inside of redeemed people, will be tempered by 
His grace, and will not be rigidly forced.102 
 
 
25 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. 
 
2:25 James refers to another example of one who was regarded as “justified” via works: 

“In the same way, wasn’t Rahab the prostitute justified by works when she gave shelter to 
the spies and sent them off by another road?” (Kingdom New Testament). Similar to what 
has just been asserted about Abraham (vs. 21, 23b), Rahab was “considered righteous” (NIV) 
or “proved righteous” (TLV), edikaiōthē. Rahab being “justified by works,” ex ergōn, though, 
does not constitute her receiving eternal salvation for actions performed; the specific issue 
is how she demonstrated herself as faithful to Israel’s God, and was counted among the 
company of His own, as a non-Israelite, by helping the Israelite spies. As Joshua 2:8-10 
records, 

“Now before they lay down, she came up to them on the roof, and said to the men, ‘I 
know that the LORD has given you the land, and that the terror of you has fallen on us, and 
that all the inhabitants of the land have melted away before you. For we have heard how the 
LORD dried up the water of the Red Sea before you when you came out of Egypt, and what 
you did to the two kings of the Amorites who were beyond the Jordan, to Sihon and Og, 
whom you utterly destroyed.’” 

Rahab helped the Israelite spies to hide in the city of Jericho. This is why the author of 
Hebrews would be able to write, “By faith Rahab the harlot did not perish along with those 
who were disobedient, after she had welcomed the spies in peace” (Hebrews 11:31). 

 
102 For a further discussion, consult the FAQ, “Deuteronomy 6:25.” 
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Do not overlook how Joshua 2:1 states that the spies went into a beit-ishah, literally “a 
house of a woman,” but understood to be “the house of a prostitute” (NIV, NRSV).103 A 
Jewish tradition in the Talmud states that after Jericho was defeated that Rahab became 
Joshua’s wife: 

“R. Judah says: Huldah the prophetess was also a descendent of Rahab the prostitute. 
Here it says ‘Son of Tikvah’ (ben tiqvah), and there it says ‘the line (tiqvat) of the red thread’ 
(Jos. 2:18). He said to him: Old Eye [playing on his name, Eina Saba]; and some say ‘Black Pot’ 
[suggesting that he was accustomed to study, as a blackened pot is well used]! From me and from 
you [together] the matter is finalized, for she converted, and Joshua married her” (b.Megillah 
14b).104 

In spite of Rahab being a for-hire prostitute, because of her acts of courage by 
extending support to the Israelites, she is afforded great acclaim in Jewish and Christian 
tradition. Josephus stated that the “spies acknowledged that they owed her thanks for what 
she had done already, and withal swore to requite her kindness, not only in words, but in 
deeds” (Antiquities of the Jews 5.13).105 The Second Century letter of First Clement to the 
Corinthians attests that Rahab was the ideal model of hospitality and rewarded by God for it: 

“On account of her faith and hospitality, Rahab the harlot was saved. For when spies 
were sent by Joshua, the son of Nun, to Jericho, the king of the country ascertained that they 
were come to spy out their land, and sent men to seize them, in order that, when taken, they 
might be put to death. But the hospitable Rahab receiving them, concealed them on the roof 
of her house under some stalks of flax” (1 Clement 12).106 

Certainly not also to be overlooked is how Rahab is actually listed on the genealogy 
chart of Messiah Yeshua in Matthew 1:5. By her deeds of faithfulness in helping the Ancient 
Israelites, she was definitely regarded as justified, and counted among the company of God. 
Helping the Israelites in their defeat of Jericho was doubtlessly important, as it was one of 
the first significant campaigns in the Conquest of the Promised Land. 

2:26 James uses the examples of Abraham offering up Isaac (vs. 21-23) and Rahab 
helping the Israelite spies (v. 25), to make the point, “For as the body apart from the spirit is 
dead, so faith apart from works is dead” (RSV). One’s internal belief in the existence of God, 
or even the natural goodness or grace of God—cannot be separated from the required 
actions of belief. The works or deeds of God’s people, are to serve as the external evidence of 
their faith and belief in God. By their acting upon the Lord’s instructions and His promises, 
His own are able to demonstrate via their works that they truly possess not only a sincere 
and saving faith—but a living faith! Such obedience comes naturally out of love for Him, and is 
not to be forced or coerced, as though human actions can actually merit eternal salvation. 

 
103 This is reflected in the LXX rendering of beit ishah as oikian gunaikos pornēs, literally the “house of a 

woman/female prostitute.” 
104 The Babylonian Talmud: A Translation and Commentary. 
105 The Works of Josephus: Complete and Unabridged, 127. 
106 The Ante-Nicene Fathers. Libronix Digital Library System 1.0d: Church History Collection. 
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Much of the Messianic community today would do well to know what James meant, 
when he largely spoke about a Believer’s works. While outward works of obedience, which 
would include those Torah observant elements which make us distinctively “Messianic” are 
by no means excluded—our “works” do not solely consist of these things either. For James’ 
audience, the necessary works of a Messiah follower largely included the ethics and 
morality of the Torah that were being forgotten, as the poor were being dishonored (vs. 1-5) 
and not being cared for (vs. 15-20). For today’s generation of Believers, it is largely reversed 
with many people having forgotten to obey God outwardly. There exists a delicate balance of 
our obedience to the Heavenly Father, both inwardly and outwardly. A man or woman, 
truly maturing in faith, will allow the Spirit of God to permeate all aspects of their being, as 
Believers should be transformed in what they think, what they say, and what they do. 
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