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James	 2:8-13	 –	 If,	 however,	 you	 are	 fulfilling	 the	 royal	 law	 according	 to	 the	
Scripture,	“You	shall	love	your	neighbor	as	yourself,”	you	are	doing	well.	But	if	you	
show	 partiality,	 you	 are	 committing	 sin	 and	 are	 convicted	 by	 the	 law	 as	
transgressors.	For	whoever	keeps	the	whole	law	and	yet	stumbles	in	one	point,	he	
has	become	guilty	of	 all.	 For	He	who	 said,	 “Do	not	 commit	adultery,”	 also	 said,	
“Do	 not	 commit	murder.”	 Now	 if	 you	 do	 not	 commit	 adultery,	 but	 do	 commit	
murder,	you	have	become	a	transgressor	of	the	law.	So	speak	and	so	act	as	those	
who	are	to	be	judged	by	the	law	of	liberty.	For	judgment	will	be	merciless	to	one	
who	has	shown	no	mercy;	mercy	triumphs	over	judgment.	

This	section	continues	the	theme	of	being	a	doer	of	the	word	and	not	a	hearer	only.	This	section	is	somewhat	

debated	 –	 chiefly	 the	 statements	 convicted	 by	 the	 law	 as	 transgressors,	 guilty	 of	 all,	 judgement	 will	 be	

merciless.	These	all	have	different	connotations	to	those	in	various	Christian	cultures.		Some	have	used	these	

phrases	to	try	to	show	someone	that	if	one	does	sin,	then	that	person	has	lost	or	never	had	salvation.				

My	translation:		

Nevertheless,	 if	 you	 carry	 out	 (the)	 kingly	 law	 according	 to	 the	 Scripture,	 “You	
shall	 love	your	neighbor	as	yourself,”	you	do	well.	But	 if	you	show	partiality	you	
accomplish	 sin,	 having	been	 rebuked	by	 the	 law	as	 a	 law	breaker.	 For	whoever	
may	keep	the	whole	law	but	stumbles	in	one,	he	has	become	guilty	of	all.	For	the	
One	who	has	said,	 “You	are	not	 to	commit	adultery,”	also	said,	 “You	are	not	 to	
commit	murder.”	Now	if	you	do	not	commit	adultery	but	you	commit	murder	you	
have	become	a	law	breaker.		Speak	in	this	manner	and	do	in	this	manner,	as	ones	
about	to	be	judged	by	the	law	of	freedom.	For	judgment	is	unmerciful	to	the	ones	
who	do	not	do	mercy;	mercy	exalts	itself	over	judgement.		

Initial	observations:	

1. James	is	speaking	to	believers;	this	is	not	a	threat	of	eternal	judgement	

a. If	it	were,	then	one	sin	brings	forth	the	statement	you	are	law	breakers.	

b. The	term	stumbles	in	verse	10	is	also	used,	in	James	3:2	–	we	all	stumble.	

2. James	is	speaking	to	Jews	who	still	have	a	working	knowledge	of	the	law.		

3. Nowhere	in	the	text	is	eternal	life	mentioned.	

4. The	contrast	in	the	text	is	“you	do	well”	with	“reproved	as	breakers	of	the	law.”	The	contrast	is	not	life	
and	death;	the	contrast	is	not	heaven	and	hell		

5. Mercy	triumphs	over,	exalts	itself	over,	judgment.	Mercy	is	greater	than	judgment.	

6. Two	main	points	in	this	section:	

a. Keep	the	royal	(kingly)	law,	the	law	of	freedom	

b. Speak	and	act	in	accordance	with	the	law	of	freedom	
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Exegetical	Analysis:	

Verse	8	begins	with	“If	you	carry	out	(the)	royal	law.”	This	is	a	first-class	conditional	clause	and	the	

conditional	clause	in	verse	9	is	also	first	class	conditional.	James	is	saying	here	let’s	say	this	is	true	for	the	

sake	of	argument.	When	there	is	a	contrast	made	using	1st	class	conditional	sentences,	it	is	inappropriate	

to	translate	them	as	“since.”	

Fulfilling	is	“τελέω	teleō”	and	is	defined	as:	to	complete	an	activity	or	process	(finish,	complete);	to	carry	

out	an	obligation	or	demand	(carry	out,	perform,	keep);	to	pay	what	is	due	(pay,	repay).	In	this	context,	the	

instruction	to	believers	is	the	law	of	freedom,	the	royal	law	–	love.	

Royal	law	is	“νόμος	nomos	βασιλικός	basilikos.”	This	is	a	noun	plus	an	adjective.	The	word	“βασιλικός	

basilikos”	is	an	adjective	in	the	same	word	group	as	kingdom	or	king.	This	could	be	the	kingly	law	or	the	

law	of	our	king.	In	James	1:25,	we	reviewed	the	law	of	freedom,	which	is	repeated	in	2:12.	This	was	seen	

that	“lifting	one	another	out	of	difficulty,	physical	or	spiritual,	is	a	performance	of	the	law	of	freedom.	The	

law	of	freedom	is	the	chief	principle,	the	law	of	Christ.	The	main	principle	in	the	Bible	is	to	love	one	

another.”	

The	main	problem	in	this	letter	is	the	lack	of	love	for	one	another	—	having	partiality,	not	helping	one	

another,	being	quick	to	speak,	being	quick	to	anger,	cursing	one	another,	and	fighting	one	another.	

When	a	person	carries	out	this	law	(“καλῶς	ποιεῖτε”),	this	action	is	good,	advantageous,	and	beautiful.	

But	if	one	shows	partiality….	This	is	on	display	in	James	2:1-7,	showing	distinctions	based	upon	what	is	

seen	(rich/poor,	Jew/Gentile,	clean/dirty)	to	the	point	that	you	give	one	person	an	advantage	to	hear	the	

Gospel	of	Jesus	Christ.	

The	word	that	is	translated	convicted	is	“ἐλέγχω	elenchō.”	This	word	means	to	scrutinize,	examine	

carefully,	to	bring	a	person	to	the	point	of	recognizing	wrong	doing,	to	express	strong	disapproval	of	

someone’s	action	(Matthew	18:15;	Ephesians	5:11-13).	In	fact,	in	the	epistles,	this	word	is	never	used	

for	an	unsaved	person	being	damned	but	is	used	as	a	form	of	discipline	(Hebrews	12:5;	Revelation	

3:19).	

Verses	10-11	give	the	reason	that	verses	8-9	are	true.	It	is	as	if	the	audience	is	saying,	“Well	yes,	I	have	

shown	partiality	but	it	is	no	big	deal.	It	is	just	one	little	sin	and	I	don’t	see	why	you	are	being	so	difficult.”	

The	reason	is	that	no	matter	the	sin,	if	one	is	sinning	in	one	area	the	law	convicts	the	person	of	sin.	

This	passage	has	been	used	to	demonstrate	that	no	matter	how	good	a	person	is,	if	they	have	sinned	

just	once	the	guilt	of	the	whole	law	is	upon	them.	Now	this	is	true,	but	the	main	point	here	is	for	the	
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believer	not	the	unbeliever.	The	law	was	always	used	for	the	revealing	of	sin	and	this	is	true	for	the	

believer	as	well.	But	just	like	the	unbeliever,	having	sin	revealed	does	not	mean	that	he	is	to	start	

following	the	law	to	gain	or	re-gain	righteousness.	This	is	not	the	point	that	James	is	making.	Rather	let	

it	speak	to	the	main	point	alone.	The	believer	is	to	carry	out	the	law	of	our	King	–	love	one	another.	

What	rule	is	needed	if	we	all	loved	one	another?	

The	word	transgressor	in	verses	9	and	11	sounds	more	ominous	than	what	it	means.	“παραβάτης	

parabatēs”	means	one	who	oversteps	the	law	or	breaks	the	law.		

Verse	12-13	is	the	final	admonition.	The	verbs	speak	and	do	are	in	the	present	imperative;	this	is	a	call	to	

have	these	actions	become	as	part	of	you,	more	than	a	perpetual	action	this	is	to	be	a	character	trait.	

Next	is	the	phrase	who	are	to	be	judged	by	the	law	of	liberty	(freedom).	The	word	judge	is	“κρίνω	

krinō”	and	is	very	vast	in	its	usage.	There	are	34	cognates	or	uses	of	this	stem	in	different	words.	This	

word	has	several	intricate	definitions.		

The	first	is	to	make	a	selection	(to	choose).		Second,	is	to	express	displeasure,	find	fault	with,	

(condemn).	This	is	used	both	of	spiritual	emphasis	and	physical	emphasis.	The	condemnation	is	an	

attempt	to	change	a	person’s	action.	Context	determines	who	and	what	type	of	judgement.	Third,	

to	come	to	a	decision	based	upon	factors	(consider,	decide).	Fourth,	to	come	to	a	conclusion	after	

contemplation	(intend,	distinguish).	We	do	this	all	the	time	–	we	judge	what	we	prefer	as	to	food,	

Bibles,	movies,	music,	etc.	Fifth,	this	can	also	be	a	judicial	term	before	the	court.	The	court	makes	a	

decision	and	pronounces	judgement.	Typically,	this	is	a	negative	condemnation.	

The	reason	for	this	examination	is	to	demonstrate	that	words	must	be	taken	based	upon	context,	

we	do	not	ascribe	a	single	meaning	everywhere	we	see	the	word.	

Verse	12	indicates	that	James	is	instructing	the	readers	to	speak	and	act	as	ones	that	will	be	held	

accountable	in	accordance	with	the	law	of	freedom,	the	Kingly	law,	the	law	of	Christ	–	love.	

A	judgment	is	not	delineated	because	the	people	being	judged	are	believers.	This,	I	believe,	is	going	to	

be	the	“bēma.”	A	rendering	of	this	verse	is	to	say	that	the	believer	will	be	evaluated	based	upon	their	

performance	as	believers	to	determine	reward	in	the	coming	kingdom	(James	5:7-9).	

Finally,	in	verse	13,	we	have	the	final	exhortation.	Judgment	is	unmerciful	(ἀνίλεως	anileōs)	to	those	

who	have	not	performed	mercy.	Will	Jesus	show	mercy	or	give	rewards	to	those	who	have	not	shown	

mercy?	This	again	goes	back	to	James	1:26-27.	Loving	our	neighbor,	our	brother	in	Christ,	means	that	

we	need	to	show	mercy	to	those	in	need	and	not	look	out	for	our	own	self-interest.			
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James	2:14-26	–	What	use	is	it,	my	brethren,	if	someone	says	he	has	faith	but	he	
has	no	works?	Can	that	faith	save	him?	...You	see	that	faith	was	working	with	his	
works,	and	as	a	result	of	the	works,	faith	was	perfected…	Even	so	faith,	if	it	has	no	
works,	is	dead,	being	by	itself…	For	just	as	the	body	without	the	spirit	is	dead,	so	
also	faith	without	works	is	dead.	
	

There	are	few	chapters	in	the	Bible	that	create	such	a	strong	feeling	of	contempt	and	consternation	within	all	

of	Christendom.	There	are	others,	no	doubt.	But	this	passage	seems	to	be	on	the	front	line	of	most	theological	

debates.	Here	are	some	basic	interpretations	of	this	passage	from	“Common	Taters:”	

This	 is	 about	 the	 inseparability	 of	 faith	 and	 actions.	 The	 type	 of	 faith	 that	 lacks	 the	 necessary	
accompaniment	of	loving	acts	is	a	faith	that	has	no	life	at	all.	The	word	“work”	in	James	simply	refers	to	
actions	that	demonstrate	Christian	love	and	give	evidence	of	a	genuine	faith.		

The	 theme	 of	 these	 verses	 is	 the	 relationship	 of	 faith	 and	 works	 (deeds).	 It	 has	 been	 argued	 that	 the	
teaching	here	contradicts	that	of	Paul.	The	problem	can	only	be	understood	if	the	different	viewpoints	of	
the	two	authors	are	seen.	Paul	argues	against	those	who	claim	to	participate	in	God’s	salvation	because	of	
their	good	deeds	as	well	as	because	they	have	committed	themselves	to	trust	in	God	through	Jesus	Christ	
(Paul’s	 concept	of	 faith).	Paul	 certainly	understands,	however,	 the	 implications	of	 true	 faith	 for	a	 life	of	
love	and	generosity.	The	author	of	James	is	well	aware	that	proper	conduct	can	only	come	about	with	an	
authentic	commitment	to	God	in	faith.		

James	 asserts	 that	 genuine	 faith	 affects	 the	 believer’s	 behavior;	 faith	 that	 does	 not	 affect	 behavior	 is	
superficial	and	cannot	save.	James	is	not	saying	that	people	must	perform	works	in	order	for	God	to	accept	
them.	Rather,	he	is	asserting	that	an	individual’s	true	conversion	will	be	justified	by	deeds	of	Christian	love;	
deeds	 are	 the…natural	 result	 of	 being	 faithful	 to	 God.	 Deeds	 demonstrate	 the	 validity	 of	 a	 person’s	
profession	of	faith.	

James	proposes	 for	us	 in	 these	verses	a	 test	by	which	we	determine	 the	genuineness	of	 faith:	deeds	of	
obedience	to	the	will	of	God.	“True	faith”	produces	deeds.	The	faith	that	has	no	deeds	is.	In	biblical	terms,	
no	faith	at	all.	The	ultimate	vindication	of	the	believer	in	the	judgement	is	based	on,	or	at	least	takes	into	
account,	the	thigs	that	a	person	has	done.	“Justify”	in	Paul	refers	to	how	a	person	gets	into	a	relationship	
with	God,	while	James	indicates	what	the	relationship	must	look	like	to	receive	God’s	final	approval.	

The	ultimate	validation	of	the	right	relationship	with	God	takes	into	account	the	works	that	true	faith	must	
inevitable	produce.	Paul	contends	that	we	are	justified	apart	from	the	help	of	works;	James	does	not	allow	
those	who	lack	good	works	to	be	reckoned	righteous.	

Initial	observations:	

1. James	is	speaking	to	believers.	

2. If	we	take	this	passage	as	the	above	interpreters	suggest:	

a. We	can	determine	a	person’s	eternal	standing	with	God	by	evaluating	works.	

b. God	needs	to	see	good	works	as	proof	that	a	person	believes	
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c. Works	are	an	absolute	production	of	proper	faith	

3. If	we	take	these	words	as	the	commentators	suggest,	let’s	see	how	they	define	certain	words:	

a. Faith	–	Believes	in	Jesus	Christ	

b. Works	–	Sin	Avoidance	and	Good	Deeds	

c. Save	–	From	Hell	to	Heaven	

d. Faith	is	Dead	(v.17)	–	Was	never	real	or	genuine	

e. Justified	(v21)	–	Declared	Right	by	God	

f. Faith	Perfected	(v22)	–	Faith	proved	to	be	real	or	genuine	

4. With	these	definitions	we	can	also	make	some	observations:	

a. (v.14)	“Says”	must	mean	that	this	is	a	claim	only	and	not	actual	possession.	

b. (14-17)	If	genuine	faith	produces	genuine	works,	then	James	should	be	writing	on	how	to	
ensure	proper	or	genuine	faith.		

c. If	the	question	is	genuineness	of	faith,	then	how	does	one	have	genuine	faith?		

d. The	word	produce	is	never	used.	Not	one	verse	says	that	faith	produces	works.	

e. (v.24)	“A	man	is	justified	by	works.”	This	does	not	say	that	a	man	is	justified	by	faith	that	
produces	good	works.		

f. In	fact,	the	main	point	is	that	James	desires	the	readers	to	perform	good	works.	

g. Reading	this	passage	with	the	commentators’	thoughts,	we	must	be	brave	and	conclude	that	
James	is	saying	that	the	volitional	decision	to	do	good	and	avoid	sin	is	necessary	to	be	justified	
and	to	be	initially	saved.		

h. It	was	due	to	this	conclusion	that	Martin	Luther	thought	that	James	should	be	excluded	from	
the	New	Testament	and	he	called	it	a	straw	epistle.	

i. It	was	sometime	later	that	he	fell	into	a	false	understanding	which	we	call	“Reformed	
Theology.”	

ii. The	main	idea	was	proposed	that	James	is	not	saying	that	a	person	is	justified	by	works	
but	that	a	proper	faith	produces	works.	

iii. The	main	thought	that	came	from	this	was	the	famous	phrase	“Salvation	is	by	faith	
alone,	but	the	faith	that	saves	is	never	alone.”		

iv. Once	again	this	is	a	misrepresentation	of	what	James	said	in	his	letter.	

In	order	to	understand	this	portion	of	this	letter	we	must	ensure	that	we	have	a	proper	method	for	
understanding	any	portion	of	Scripture.	
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Proper	Hermeneutic	Method:	

1. Definition	of	Words	–	Without	a	proper	definition	words	become	meaningless	

2. Usage	–	Language	the	readers	would	understand	

3. Context	–	What	does	the	word,	phrase,	idiom	mean	in	the	local	context	

4. Historical	background	–	Cultural	concepts	

5. Logical	–	Does	the	decided	upon	understanding	make	sense	

6. Precedent	–	How	the	author	uses	a	word	or	phrase	earlier	will	generally	be	how	he	uses	it	later	

7. Unity	–	Scripture	interprets	Scripture	–	There	is	no	contradiction	

8. Inference	–	Must	be	biblically	based	but	we	cannot	take	points	to	the	human	logical	conclusion			

Breaking	this	down	to	its	most	simple	points,	we	believe	the	Bible	must	be	understood	literally	(normally),	
grammatically,	and	historically	(culturally).	

Literal	(normal)	means	that	we	do	not	force	allegory	into	the	text.	If	the	text	indicates	metaphor	or	
allegory	we	let	the	text	speak	for	itself.	For	example	–	“Let	there	be	light.”	

Grammatically	means	that	we	review	the	original	language	to	understand	what	was	written	by	ensuring	
the	vocabulary,	the	syntax,	the	sentence	structure,	and	the	context.	

Historically	means	that	we	review	the	text	in	light	of	the	historical	audience	and	the	culture	(Hebrew	
culture)	of	that	day	to	ensure	we	have	no	ill-advised	misconception.			

My	Explanation	of	James	2:14-26:	

James	is	writing	so	that	these	believers	would	choose	to	properly	act	upon	the	
doctrines	that	they	have	believed.		

1. Definitions:	

a. Faith	–	Doctrines	of	God	that	are	believed	(general	concept)	

b. Works	–	Good	deeds,	doing	what	they	know	to	be	right.	Most	of	the	time	these	are	acts	toward	
another	person	on	behalf	of	God.	

c. Save	–	Preserved	in	the	day	of	judgment	(cf	James	1:12-13)	

d. Faith	is	dead	(v.17)	–	Dead	indicates	that	the	doctrines	that	are	believed	are	not	profitable,	they	
do	not	do	any	good	for	the	believer	or	the	intended	recipient	of	good	

e. Justified	(v21)	–	Declared	right	by	man.	This	cannot	be	by	God	(Romans	4:1-2).	

f. Faith	perfected	(v22)	–	Faith	that	is	complete	–	the	believer	who	does	good	fulfills	the	purpose	
of	the	doctrine	and	instruction	(James	2:8).	

2. Observations:	

a. The	immediate	context	and	the	theme	of	this	section	cannot	be	overlooked.	James	desires	that	
the	readers	become	doers	of	the	Word	and	not	hearers	only.	

b. The	audience	is	understood	as	mature	believers	that	have	a	wealth	of	doctrinal	understanding	
but	lack	the	fortitude	to	do	according	to	what	they	know	is	right	(4:17).	
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c. Says	is	not	a	false	claim	but	is	“the	given”	of	what	a	person	says.	Faith	cannot	be	seen.	What	a	
person	believes	can	only	be	attested	by	what	a	person	says.	

d. The	words	“genuine	faith”	are	not	used	in	this	section.	Faith	cannot	be	tested	as	being	genuine.	
False	believers	are	believers	in	a	false	doctrine.	Antichrists	can	“pretend”	to	believe	what	we	
believe	with	the	intention	to	lead	the	flock	into	a	false	doctrine	(1st	John	1:18,22).	

e. Faith	often	have	adjectives	–	weak	(not	much	doctrine	residing),	strong	(much	doctrine),	
steadfast	(stable,	unwavering	doctrinal	understanding),	hypocritical	(believing	one	thing	and	
doing	the	opposite),	dead	(non-productive;	useless)	

i. Believe	is	never	qualified	nor	quantified		

f. If	one	desires	to	be	complete,	whole,	lacking	in	nothing,	then	one	must	do	right	in	the	midst	of	
the	temptation	to	not	do	so	and	perform	that	way	perpetually	to	where	that	becomes	a	quality	
of	the	person.	James	2:1-26	is	not	about	a	one-time	act	(James	1:2-4).		

	

As	we	move	forward,	we	will	study	this	passage	verse	by	verse,	ensuring	we	have	a	proper	translation,	with	
the	purpose	of	understanding	each	verse	completely,	so	that	the	student	is	well	equipped	to	explain	this	
passage	properly	to	any	who	asks.		

Unfortunately,	we	must	take	this	approach	because	of	the	vast	misunderstanding	of	this	passage.	

After	this	task	is	completed,	I	will	review	2:1-26	with	the	only	goal	being	to	emphasize	the	word	of	God	for	
its	true	intent	–	to	encourage	believers	to	become	whole	and	complete	and	to	challenge	those	who	are	
not	persuaded	that	one	must	do	good	according	to	the	doctrines	of	God	in	order	to	become	complete.		

	

	


