James 2:21



- is the nominative subject from the masculine singular proper noun ABRAAM, transliterated “Abraham.”  With this we have the appositional nominative from the masculine singular article and noun PATĒR with the possessive genitive from the first person plural personal pronoun EGW, meaning “our father.”  Then we have the negative OUK, meaning “not,” followed by the preposition EK plus the ablative of means from the neuter plural noun ERGON, meaning “by means of actions.”  With this we have the third person singular aorist passive indicative from the verb DIKAIOW, which means “when used of the activity of humans: to justify, vindicate, treat as just, be pronounced and treated as righteous.”


The aorist tense is a historical aorist, which regards a past historical event as a fact without reference to its progress or result.


The passive voice indicates that Abraham received the action of being justified or pronounced righteous by God.


The indicative mood is an interrogative indicative, which is used in questions which assume there is a factual answer that may be given.
“Was not Abraham, our father, justified by means of actions,”
- is the appositional nominative masculine singular aorist active participle from the verb ANAPHERW, which means “to offer up as a sacrifice” as in Heb 7:27; 13:15.

The aorist tense is a culminative aorist, which looks at the action of Abraham in its entirety, but emphasizes its existing results.


The active voice indicates that Abraham produced the action.


The participle is a circumstantial participle and precedes the action of the main verb: Abraham had to offer up Isaac before he was justified by God.

Then we have the accusative direct object from the masculine singular proper noun ISAAK, which we transliterate as “Isaac.”  With this we have the appositional accusative from the masculine singular article and noun HUIOS with the possessive genitive from the third person masculine singular intensive pronoun AUTOS, used as a personal pronoun, meaning “his son.”  This is followed by the preposition EPI plus the accusative of place from the neuter singular article and noun THUSIASTĒRION, which means “on the altar.”
“having offered up Isaac, his son, on the altar?”
James 2:21 corrected translation
“Was not Abraham, our father, justified by means of actions, having offered up Isaac, his son, on the altar?”
Explanation:
1.  “Was not Abraham, our father, justified by means of actions,”

a.  James continues with another rhetorical question that he knows his critics and those negative to his teaching will already know the answer and agree with him.

b.  The Jews venerate (adore, idolize) Abraham, because he is the father of the Jewish race.  Therefore, whenever a Jew wanted to make a point with which others would instantly agree, he would use an example from the life of Abraham.  This is exactly what James is doing here.

c.  James makes his point that Abraham was justified by means of what he did; that is, by the action he took.


d.  There are several questions that need to be answered here:



(1)  What does justification mean here, and/or to what does justification refer?



(2)  What were the actions that Abraham took that justified him?



(3)  How does what Abraham did apply to the point James is making?


e.  What does justification mean here, and/or to what does justification refer?



(1)  There are two kinds of justification taught in Scripture.




(a)  Justification at the point of salvation through faith alone in Christ.




(b)  Justification at the point of maximum glorification of God, which occurs sometime after salvation.


(2)  Justification at salvation is mentioned in:




(a)  Rom 3:23-24, “Because all have sinned and have fallen short of the glory of God, receiving justification without payment by means of His grace through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus.”



(b)  Rom 3:28, “Therefore we conclude that man is justified by means of faith apart from the works of the Law.”



(c)  Rom 4:1-3, “Therefore, what shall we say that Abraham, our human forefather, has attained?  For if [assuming that] Abraham has been justified by means of works, he has something to be proud of, but not in relationship to God.  For what does the Scripture say?  ‘Now Abraham had believed in the God [Jesus Christ], and it was credited to him as righteousness.’”



(d)  Rom 5:1, “Therefore having been justified by faith, let us have harmony in relation to God through our Lord Jesus Christ.”



(e)  Rom 5:9, “Much more therefore, having now been justified by His blood [spiritual death on the cross], we shall be delivered by the agency of Him from the [last] judgment.”



(f)  Rom 8:30, “And whom He foreordained [predestinated], these He also called [elected].  And whom He called these He also justified.  And whom He justified, these He also glorified.”



(g)  1 Cor 6:11, “In fact that is the sort of people you were, at least some of you.  But you permitted yourselves to be washed.  But you were sanctified.  But you were justified (acquitted, declared righteous, and made pure) by the agency of the person of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the agency of the Spirit of our God.”



(h)  Gal 2:16, “Furthermore we know that mankind is not justified by means of the works of the Law unless [he is justified] through faith in Jesus Christ, and so we have believed in Christ Jesus, in order that we might be justified by faith in Christ and not by means of the works of the Law, since by the works of the Law not any flesh will be justified.”



(i)  Gal 3:11, “But [my previous statement] ‘by the Law no one is declared righteous before God’ is clear because ‘The righteous person because of faith shall live.’”



(j)  Gal 3:24, “so that the Law became our bodyguard until the time of Christ, in order that we might be declared righteous by faith.”




(k)  Tit 3:7, “in order that, having become righteous by means of His grace, we might become heirs of eternal life according to confident expectation.”



(3)  Justification by execution of the spiritual life is mentioned in:




(a)  Gal 5:4, “You have been estranged from Christ, whoever is attempting to be justified by the Law.  You have drifted off course from grace.”



(b)  Gal 3:11, “But [my previous statement] ‘by the Law no one is declared righteous before God’ is clear because ‘The righteous person because of faith shall live.’”




(c)  Jam 2:21, “Was not Abraham our father justified by works when he offered up Isaac his son on the altar?”




(d)  Jam 2:24, “You see that a man is justified by works and not by faith alone.”




(e)  Jam 2:25, “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?”


f.  What were the actions that Abraham took that justified him?



(1)  Abraham permitted himself to be circumcised at age 99, when he reached spiritual maturity.  This was long after he was saved and justified by faith in Christ, before he left Ur of the Chaldees to cross over the river (become a Hebrew).


(2)  Abraham offered his son Isaac as a burnt offering sacrifice to God the Father, just as God the Father would offer up His Son, the Lord Jesus Christ, on the Cross.



(3)  Both of these actions justified the spiritual maturity of Abraham and glorified God to the maximum.  Both of these actions justified the fact that Abraham learned the word of God, believed the word of God, and acted upon the word of God.


g.  How does what Abraham did apply to the point James is making?  



(1)  James is teaching the concept that there is a justification by God that occurs for a believer, when that believer has executed the will of God after salvation.


(2)  There are two times that a person is justified by God while still on this earth: the moment he believes in Christ and when he executes the will of God in evidence testing.


(3)  In the Old Testament, the mature believers who accomplished this justification in their spiritual life were called Jeshurun.  In the New Testament, Paul uses the phrase PLĒROMA TOU THEOU = ‘being filled with all the fullness of God’.



(4)  In Romans 3-5 Paul is teaching primarily about the justification which occurs at salvation, when God imputes His very own righteousness to us because we have believed in Christ.  This is justification by faith or justification on the basis of faith; that is, the active sense of the word faith = believing.  In our context, James 2, James is primarily teaching the principle of justification by actions after salvation, which is justification on the basis of what a person does to execute the will of God.



(5)  Therefore, Paul and James are not opposed to each other, but teaching two different points of justification.



(6)  Justification at salvation is God vindicating the believer’s faith in Christ by imputing His own righteousness to that person and declaring him to be righteous.  Justification at spiritual maturity is God vindicating the believer’s passive use of faith; that is, what is believed, by acting upon that doctrine to execute the will of God.  The believer is vindicated in this case by the distribution of blessings for time, or by having his testimony stand forever against Satan in Satan’s appeal trial.



(7)  Justification at salvation results in positional righteousness; that is, having God’s righteousness imputed to us.   Justification at spiritual maturity results in spiritual capacity righteousness, which is the basis for receiving the imputation of blessings for time and eternity.



(8)  Justification at salvation is God declaring us righteous because we have believed in Christ.  Justification at spiritual maturity is God declaring us righteous because we have learned doctrine and then executed the will of God based upon that doctrine.



(9)  Both justifications glorify God to the maximum.  The decisions we make that glorify God result in justification and/or vindication of the believer.

2.  “having offered up Isaac, his son, on the altar?”

a.  Abraham was justified by faith when he believed in Christ.  Abraham was justified by his actions when he allowed himself to be circumcised and when he offered up Isaac, his son, on the altar.

b.  Abraham believed the doctrine taught to him by the Lord Jesus Christ that he would have a son, and therefore, willingly submitted to circumcision without hesitation.


c.  Paul teaches both justifications in one passage:
Rom 4:16 “For this reason, [it (salvation) is] by means of faith, in order that [it might be] in accordance with grace, that the promise [of salvation] might be reliable to all the seed, not only to those from the law, but also to those [Gentiles] from Abraham's faith, who is the prototype with reference to all of us”
Rom 4:17 “(as it stands written, ‘I have made you [Abraham] a father of many nations.’) in the judgment of Him Whom he believed, the God [Jesus Christ] Who gives life to the dead ones, and calls those things which did not exist as existing.”
Rom 4:18 “ – who beyond hope [of sexual prosperity] believed on the basis of confident expectation, so that he might become the father of many nations according to that which had been spoken, ‘So your descendents shall exist.’”
Rom 4:19 “And so not becoming weak in faith, he understood completely his own body which had become sexually dead since he had become approximately one hundred years old, likewise [he understood completely] the deadness of Sarah’s womb”
Rom 4:20 “(that is, with reference to the promise of God, he did not doubt by means of unbelief, but he was made strong by means of doctrine, having given glory to God”
Rom 4:21 “and having been absolutely certain that what He had promised, He is able also to accomplish).”
Rom 4:22 “–And for this reason it [faith in Christ] was credited to him as righteousness.”

Notice that the main thought is justification by faith found in verses 16 and 22, which is one sentence, one thought.  Verses 18-21 is a digression on justification on the basis of what Abraham believed as a mature believer.  And he was made strong by means of doctrine after having glorified God by acting upon what he had believed.

d.  The story of Abraham offering up Isaac is found in Gen 22:1-18.  Abraham was justified or vindicated (that is, declared to be righteous as a mature believer) by means of his actions to sacrifice his son.  He acted upon the doctrine resident in his soul.  He was not just a hearer of the word of God, but a doer of action.

e.  He not only learned the concept of resurrection, but believed the principle of resurrection so strongly that he was willing to sacrifice his son, having complete confidence that God would immediately give his son back to him in resurrection.  Gen 22:5, “and we will worship and return to you.”


f.  Abraham’s faith in resurrection justified him as a mature believer, not only because he believed in resurrection, but he acted upon that belief and obeyed the will of God.


g.  Abraham did what the humanity of Christ would do in obeying the will of the Father and allowing Himself to be sacrificed on the Cross, having complete confidence that the Father would raise Him from the dead.  Our Lord acted upon His beliefs and was vindicated by the Father, when He was raised from the dead.


h.  This is the principle of Mt 11:19d, “Yet wisdom is vindicated by her deeds.”
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