James 2:18



 is the adversative use of the conjunction ALLA, which introduces an objection raised by one of James’ critics among his congregation or by a legalistic, unbeliever Jew, who is still attempting to keep the Mosaic Law for salvation.  It is translated “Yet, However, Nevertheless.”  Then we have the third person singular future active indicative from the verb EIPON, which means “to say.”

The future tense is a predictive future, which affirms what will happen.


The active voice indicates that someone who disagrees with James will produce the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

This is followed by the nominative subject from the masculine singular indefinite pronoun TIS, meaning “anyone, someone” and referring to someone in disagreement with the teaching of James.  Then we have the nominative subject from the second person singular personal pronoun SU, meaning “you.”  This is followed by the accusative direct object from the feminine singular noun PISTIS, used in its passive sense, meaning “what is believed” or “doctrine.”  Then we have the second person singular present active indicative from the verb ECHW, which means “to have.”

The present tense is an aoristic present for a present fact without reference to its beginning, end, progress, or result.


The active voice indicates that the positive believer who is learning doctrine and living the spiritual life based upon that doctrine is producing the action here and being criticized by the legalistic believer for only having a system of beliefs without performing any works of the Law.


The indicative mood is a declarative indicative for a simple statement of fact as the legalistic believer sees the situation of the positive believer.

This is followed by the crasis (joining or combining) of the adversative use of the conjunction KAI and the first person personal pronoun EGW, meaning “but I: Jesus in contrast to the prince of this world Jn 12:32; Acts 22:19; 10:28; Jam 2:18a”
 referring to the legalistic Jew (either a believer in reversionism or an unbeliever).  Then we have the accusative direct object from the neuter plural noun ERGON, meaning “works, deeds, actions, production.”  This is followed by the first person singular present active indicative from the verb ECHW, which means “to have.”

The present tense is an aoristic present for a present fact without reference to its beginning, end, progress, or result.


The active voice indicates that the antagonistic person making this statement to James is producing the action of justifying himself before God based upon doing the works of the Law.


The indicative mood is a declarative indicative for simple statement of fact as the legalistic believer sees the situation in his relationship to God.

“Nevertheless someone will say, ‘You have doctrine, but I have works.”
- is the second person singular aorist active imperative from the verb DEIKNUMI, which means “to prove or make clear by evidence or reasoning, explain, prove something Jam 2:18a; Mt 16:21; Acts 10:28; Jam 2:18b; 3:13.”


The aorist tense is a constative aorist, which gathers the action into a whole and looks at it as a fact without reference to its progress, beginning, results, etc.


The active voice indicates that the positive believer who is learning doctrine is commanded by this arrogant legalist to produce the action of proving himself to the legalist.


The imperative mood is a command, which indicates that the legalistic believer in his arrogance considers himself superior to the positive believer who is learning doctrine, developing new standards based upon the word of God, and attempting to live the spiritual life based upon what he is learning.

Then we have the dative of indirect object from the first person singular personal pronoun EGW, which means “to me” and refers to the legalist.  This is followed by the accusative direct object from the feminine singular article and noun PISTIS with the possessive genitive from the second person singular personal pronoun SU, meaning “your doctrine” or “what you believe.”  Then we have the preposition CHWRIS plus the ablative of separation from the neuter plural article and noun ERGON, meaning “apart from works.”
“Prove to me what you believe apart from works,”
 is the crasis of the conjunction KAI and the first person personal pronoun EGW, meaning “and I.”  Then we have the dative of indirect object from the second person singular personal pronoun SU, meaning “to you.”  This is followed by the first person singular future active indicative from the verb DEIKNUMI, which means “to show, explain, or prove.”

The future tense is a predictive future, which affirms what will take place.


The active voice indicates that the legalist will produce the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

Then we have the preposition EK plus the ablative of means from the neuter plural article and noun ERGON with the possessive genitive from the first person singular personal pronoun EGW, which means “by means of my works.”  Finally, we have the accusative direct object from the feminine singular article and noun PISTIS, used in its passive sense, meaning “what is believed; fidelity to Christian teaching.”  The first person singular personal pronoun EGW serves double duty with both the nouns ERGON and PISTIS, being placed strategically between them to serve this function.
“and I will prove to you what I believe by means of my works.’”

James 2:18 corrected translation
“Nevertheless someone will say, ‘You have doctrine, but I have works.  Prove to me what you believe apart from works, and I will prove to you what I believe by means of my works.’”
Explanation:
1.  “Nevertheless someone will say, ‘You have doctrine, but I have works.”

a.  There has been a lot of confusion over understanding this passage and this section of James’ letter, and trying to reconcile it with Paul’s teaching on justification by faith apart from the works of the Law.  The problem is that people don’t understand what James is doing here, and this verse is the foundation for everything that follows.

b.  James sets up a hypothetical situation, which in reality had already happened to him and would continue to happen in the future.

c.  James has just stated the correct doctrinal principle in the previous verse that what a person believes is only believed, if the person takes actions based upon that belief.  In other words, what is believed is dead by itself; there must be actions that result from what is believed.


d.  Now we have an antagonistic contrast to what James has just stated.  James presents the position of a legalistic believer or Jewish unbeliever, who rejects James’ teaching and attempts to establish his own system of doctrine.  The legalistic system says, “It does not matter what you believe.  The only thing that matters is what you do.”  This is the same as saying, “Do what I say and don’t worry about whether it is right or wrong.”


e.  The legalists have been critical of James’ teaching in the past and will continue to be critical in the future.  Their first criticism is, “You have doctrine.”  They don’t believe that Jews should be sitting around learning a system of doctrinal standards and beliefs.  Instead they say, “You should be performing the works of the Law and the traditions we have established for you.”

f.  In contrast to having doctrine, the legalist has his good works—his works of the Law.

The legalist’s standard is the exact opposite of the standard taught by James.  James’ standard is: develop a system of beliefs based upon what God wants and says and then act according to that system of beliefs.  The legalist’s standard is: do what we have always done and keep on demonstrating how worthy you are before God by what you do.


g.  The legalist has a system of works for salvation and for living his “spiritual life” after “salvation.”  James’ system is the same as Paul’s system.  Salvation is by faith apart from the works of the Law and the spiritual life is the actions that result from believing what the word of God teaches.
2.  “Prove to me what you believe apart from works,”

a.  The quote of the legalist does not end at this point as some translations (English Standard Version and the New King James translations punctuate the verse) and James continues the argument of the Jewish or Christian legalist.

b.  The legalist demands that the grace-oriented Christian prove what they believe without doing any good works.  The legalist’s argument is that you will do what you believe.  People act according to their beliefs, which is a true statement, but rejects the fact that there must be a correct belief system in place first.  All that counts is what you do—the works of the Law.

c.  The legalist insists that a person cannot do anything other than what they believe.  They believe that salvation can be attained apart from faith in Christ, and therefore, they act upon that system of belief by trying to justify themselves before God with their own human good.


d.  In the mind of the legalist it is impossible for a person to prove what they believe apart from what they do.  The legalist is going to live their life according to a system of works.  That is their ultimate proof of what they actually believe.
3.  “and I will prove to you what I believe by means of my works.’”

a.  The legalist continues his challenge to James by stating that he will prove what he believes by means of how he lives his life of good works by keeping the Law.

b.  The legalist has the belief system of religious works in his soul and acts upon it.  The legalist has the belief system of the cosmic system and acts upon it.  He proves what he believes by what he does.

c.  James will prove that he believes by his faith alone in Christ alone; thus, executing will of God regarding the person of Jesus as the Messiah.  The legalist will prove what he believes by his system of works-righteousness.

d.  The legalist will prove what he believes by executing the traditions of men.


e.  It doesn’t matter to the legalist what he believes as long as he does what he thinks is right.  The legalist ignores what God says must be done (faith in Christ), and instead does what he wants or what other people tell him to do.


(1)  This principle is demonstrated by the legalistic Christian that believes that witnessing to ten people a day will make him a ‘good’ Christian, while he fails to recognize that what he is telling people to believe is wrong, when he tells them to just accept Jesus into their hearts.  What he believes is wrong, but he believes he is justified by what he is doing rather than doing what God wants; that is, having faith in Christ alone for salvation.  He does not realize that what he believes must be correct, and then what he does must also be correct.  You cannot divorce the one from the other.


(2)  The legalistic Christian demands that others observe various taboos, and it doesn’t matter to him whether or not those taboos are taught in Scripture.  All that counts to the legalist is that he is observing certain standards to prove his relationship with God.

f.  James’ point is that we prove what we believe by doing what we believe.  But the belief must be correct or what we do doesn’t matter.  The legalist’s point is that it doesn’t matter what we believe as long as we produce good works.  The legalist fails to realize that works that are not based upon correct doctrine are dead works.


g.  God wants us to prove how worthy Jesus Christ is by not doing anything except trusting in Him.  We don’t have to prove anything in salvation or the spiritual life.  We have to listen and learn the will of God, and then execute the will of God through the grace provision of the power of God, whether in efficacious grace or in the filling of the Spirit.

h.  The legalist proves what he believes by demonstrating the fruit of himself.  The grace oriented believer proves what he believes by demonstrating the fruit of the Spirit.  The former depends on his own ability to justify his life before God.  The latter depends on God’s ability and provision to justify his life before God.


i.  God will prove what we have believed by our blessing in time, our resurrection, and our blessings for eternity.  We prove to the fallen angels what we believe by our faith in Christ alone and how we live our spiritual life thereafter.
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