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FAITH VERSUS WORKS 
 
ROMANS 3:26-31; 4:1-5 
INTRODUCTION: We have mentioned in a couple of the recent sermons of the 

impact the Reformation had on the Christian world. Some describe it as a great 
“explosion.”1 It came about as men began to examine the word of God for 
themselves. They had allowed the Roman Catholic Church (RCC) to dominate 

the religious world and had dominion over the people and their spiritual life. 
The RCC had become so corrupt with its system of penance which we 

discussed a couple of weeks ago, that the people men who studied the Bible 
and had the responsibility of communicating it to the people began to see the 
difference in what the scripture was saying and what the RCC was practicing. 

They were not just practicing it they were imposing it on the will of the people 
by telling them that salvation was something they earned and they had to do 
certain things to find forgiveness and hopefully eternal life. The tragedy in all of 
this was that the teaching of the RCC was not biblical. It had distorted the 

clear teaching of the Bible about salvation, justification and eternal life.  
 They taught and teach even today the following about penance. They 
teach: 

“Penance is a sacrament of the New Law instituted by Christ in 
which forgiveness of sins committed after baptism is granted through the 
priest's absolution to those who with true sorrow confess their sins and 
promise to satisfy for the same. It is called a "sacrament" not simply a 
function or ceremony, because it is an outward sign instituted by Christ to 
impart grace to the soul.”2 

The rest of the article from which I took this quote goes to the extent of 

explaining that the church has the authority of the “Sacrament of Penance” 
and it was authorized by Christ. The only problem is that they do not offer any 
scripture to verify this teaching. The only source they provide is the “Council of 

Trent” which, interestingly, took place between 1545 and 1563. This was after 
the Reformation was beginning to have a huge impact on the lives of priests 

and the people of the RCC. In fact the Council of Trent was called in response 
to the effects of the Reformation and was part of what historians call the 
“Counter-Reformation.” What is interesting is that this council declared the 

doctrines and teachings of the Reformation on the subjects of scripture, the 
canon (the authorized books of the Bible), original sin, justification, salvation 
and other matters the Council considered heresy because it contradicted the 

teaching of the RCC. 
 The teaching of the RCC considered that penance was the second pillar 

of justification while the first was infant baptism. Note that in the statement 
above the problem is what does one do with sin after baptism? They believe 
that baptism removes original sin but evidently that is as far as it goes. Any sin 
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after baptism must be dealt with and thus the doctrine of penance was 
instituted. There is a second aspect of the statement and that is it states that it 

imparts grace to the soul of the person confessing their sins. They taught and 
still do that the salvation of a person is lifelong process of doing everything the 

church teaches and hopefully at the end of life your time in purgatory will be 
limited to a short time of only a few thousand years. That time can be 
shortened if someone on earth will burn candles or pay for a mass on your 

behalf in hope that the time in purgatory is shortened. WE DO NOT BELIEVE 
IN PURGATORY OR THE TEACHING OF PANANCE BY THE RCC.  
 One preacher told the story of what was going on in the German city of 

Wittenberg where Martin Luther posted his 95 Thesis to the church door. His 
story goes this way: 

The German city of Wittenberg was already overflowing with 
devoted followers of the church’s belief that justification could be bought. 
In the spring of 1517, a church leader arrived in this city with the Pope’s 

banner flying. His name was Johann Tetzel and he had come to raise 
money for the building program of St. Peter’s, in Rome. 

The words to one of Tetzel’s sermons have been preserved. He 
preached,  

You should know, whoever has confessed and is contrite and 
puts alms [money] into the box, will have his sins forgiven . . . so 
why are you standing about idly? Run, all of you, for the salvation of 
your souls . . . do you not hear the voices of your dead parents and 
other people, screaming and saying, “Have pity on me, have pity on 
me . . . we are suffering severe punishment and pain, from which 
you could rescue us . . .”.  

Pilgrims rushed forward, earned their indulgences, and St. Peter’s was 
completed.”3 

Tetzel’s sermon, was the last straw that moved the Monk Martin Luther to 
challenge this practice. He had been reading the book of Romans and knew 
this teaching was contrary to the word of God.   

 It behooves us therefore, to take the discussion of the biblical teaching of 
“justification by faith” a step further and clarify some things that often have 

people confused. We have called this “Faith Versus Works.” In fact some will 
come to the scripture and claim that the Bible teaches a contrary doctrine 
because it teaches that man is justified by faith (the Apostle Paul) and 

justification by works (the book of James). We want to explore these two 
teachings and reconcile them so we can have a clear understanding of what 

justification is about and how it applies to our Christian life.  
 
A DIFFERENT GOSPEL. 

The Apostle Paul encountered some problem with this very matter when he 
wrote to the church in Galatia. There were people who espoused the doctrine 
that salvation was basically a system of works. Listen to Galatians 1:6-7 (KJV) 
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6 I marvel that ye are so soon removed from him that called you into the grace 
of Christ unto another gospel: 7 Which is not another; but there be some that 

trouble you, and would pervert the gospel of Christ. The church had departed 
from the gospel that Paul had been preaching which was salvation by grace 

through faith in the works of the Lord Jesus Christ on the cross. Paul gave a 
challenge to these when he said in Galatians 1:9 (KJV) As we said before, so 
say I now again, If any man preach any other gospel unto you than that ye 

have received, let him be accursed. [Emphasis added.] Now we must ask the 
question, “What was the gospel that the people were perverting and changing?” 
Turn to Romans 3:27-28 (KJV) 27 Where is boasting then? It is excluded. By 

what law? of works? Nay: but by the law of faith. 28 Therefore we conclude that 
a man is justified by faith without the deeds of the law. What Paul is saying is 

that salvation is by faith apart from any work we can do. It does not depend on 
us but on Him, the Lord Jesus Christ.  
 What is the problem. Note Romans 3:27, Where is boasting then? It is 

excluded. By what law? of works? Nay: but by the law of faith. What is being 
challenged is that a person who makes the statemen, “Look how godly I am, 

surely God is proud of me and will allow me into heaven since I have kept the 
law and obeyed the church. See how good I am?” We are all familiar with the 
story of the Publican and Pharisee who went to the Temple to pray in Luke 

18:9-14. Go there with me for a moment. Note several things about these two 
men: 

1. The Pharisee, Luke 18:11-12. 
2. The Publican, Luke 18:13. 
3. The Results, Luke 18:14 (KJV) I tell you, this man went down to his 

house justified rather than the other: for every one that exalteth 

himself shall be abased; and he that humbleth himself shall be exalted. 

What was the difference between the two? One, the Pharisee, bragged about 
what he did. The other, the Publican, cast himself on God and asked for 
forgiveness and mercy.  

 The question must be asked, where do people get the idea that salvation 
is by works and not by faith? That is a good question. Let’s explore where this 
is found, or at least where people claim it is taught. 

 
FAITH (PAUL) VERSUS WORKS (JAMES) 

Let’s explore where this comes from.  

Paul – Faith James – Works 

Romans 3:28 (KJV) Therefore we 
conclude that a man is justified by 

faith without the deeds of the law. 

James 2:24 (KJV) Ye see then how 
that by works a man is justified, 

and not by faith only. 
 

 

NOTE THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN PAUL AND JAMES 
James Teaching on Faith 
Note that James points out three kinds of faith.4  
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1. Dead Faith, James 2:14-17 (KJV) 14 What doth it profit, my brethren, 
though a man say he hath faith, and have not works? can faith save him? 
15 If a brother or sister be naked, and destitute of daily food, 16 And one of 
you say unto them, Depart in peace, be ye warmed and filled; 

notwithstanding ye give them not those things which are needful to the 
body; what doth it profit? 17 Even so faith, if it hath not works, is dead, 

being alone. This is the kind of person who says, “I’m going to heaven 
because I have faith in God.” The problem is that their life has nothing to do 
with God. He is not in their life, their finances, their vocabulary, their 

lifestyle, their sensual dress, their ungodly associations, their reading 
material or their schedules. It is all based on them. James says this 

person’s faith is “dead.” A dead faith is a life with no evidence of holy living. 
This is the faith where there are words without action.  

2. Devil Faith, James 2:19 (KJV) Thou believest that there is one God; thou 

doest well: the devils also believe, and tremble. Have you ever considered 
that the Devils have a belief system that does them no good spiritually? Note 
with me that they: 

 Believe in the existence of God. 

 Believe in Jesus as the Son of God. 

 Believe in God as the creator of the world. 

 Believe in the truth of the scripture as they have witnessed time after 
time how it has come true over many centuries.  

 Believe in the resurrection of Jesus Christ since they actually saw it take 
place.  

You ask why then do devils not go to heaven? Because they rejected the 
authority of God in their life and refused to heed His word and authority. 
They rebelled against what they knew as true.  

3. Dynamic Faith, James 2:21 (KJV) Was not Abraham our father justified 
by works, when he had offered Isaac his son upon the altar? What was the 

act of Abraham when he offered Isaac? Look at Genesis 22:5 (KJV) And 
Abraham said unto his young men, Abide ye here with the ass; and I and 
the lad will go yonder and worship, and come again to you. The faith 

that Abraham had was in his relationship with God which brought him to 
worship God. Abraham’s faith was one which “worked” and “worshipped.” 

He believed God, especially concerning his only begotten son. That is what 
we find in Genesis 15:6 (KJV) And he believed in the LORD; and he 
counted it to him for righteousness. 

 
PAUL AND JAMES HAD DIFFERENT OBJECTIVES 

Paul is defining justification, so the 
objective of Paul is to define salvation 
or justification. He is writing 

theologically that the definition of 

James is illustrating justification, 
which is illustrated not by faith plus 
works, but by faith that works. He 

is writing practically, saying, “what 
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justification is faith alone.5 use is it . . . what use is it?” He wants 

to illustrate authentic faith with life.6 

 
Let me illustrate: When a baby is born, it comes from the womb and seems to 

have no life and often do not cry immediately. The doctor smacks the baby and 
they suddenly begin to cry. Is it the cry that gives them life? NO, the cry is 

evidence that they have life. The cry of the baby did not produce life, it simply 
demonstrated that they have life.  
 This is what James is demonstrating. When we believe in Christ, we are 

given spiritual life. Our lifestyle proves that we have spiritual life. This is the 
difference between what James and Paul are saying.  

 
PAUL AND JAMES HAVE DIFFERENT EMPHASIS 

Paul is emphasizing the foundation 

for salvation, which is justification by 
faith alone. 

James is emphasizing the fruit after 

salvation, which is works and not 
faith alone. 

 
PAUL AND JAMES HAVE DIFFERENT AUDIENCES IN MIND 

Paul is talking about being justified 
in the eyes of God. 

James is talking about being justified 
in the eyes of man. 

 
PAUL AND JAMES HAVE DIFFERENT RESULTS IN MIND 

Paul wants the believer to be able to 
defend his faith. 

James wants the believer to be willing 
to demonstrate his faith. 
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