Frequently Asked Questions - J.S. Smith
FAQ #4 - Is Salvation by faith?


Salvation is by faith, because the Holy Spirit says it is. Ephesians 2:8: “For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that of yourselves, it is the gift of God,” Paul writes. Jesus told Nicodemus that God so loved the world that he sent his only begotten son to die that the faithful might find life eternal (John 3:16). 

That salvation is by faith is beyond question. The controversy arises among men over whether or not salvation is by faith only. You will note that the Holy Spirit did not use the word only in relation to faith in Ephesians Second and actually coupled it with grace instead of casting it alone. The only passage in the entire Bible that employs the famous Calvinistic phrase “faith only” actually argues that justification cannot be obtained by means of faith alone (James 2:24). 

Some would suggest that salvation, justification and sanctification are separate ideals and we would take no issue with that. The three principles, however, are intensely interrelated, so that no justified man could be unsaved and no unsaved man could be sanctified.
Even the passage before us in James 2:14-24  begins with the rhetorical question: “What use is it, my brethren, if a man says he has faith, but he has no works? Can faith save him?”
The Calvinist would be compelled by his creeds to answer affirmatively despite the obvious negative implication of the context. Faith without works is dead, but the obedience of a man makes his faith complete. 

We do not begin to suggest that salvation can be earned, for it is the gift of God and nothing man could do would put God in his debt or even pay back the debt of the cross. Yet the Holy Spirit has seen fit to distinguish between the man whose faith is nothing more than a mental assent to a series of facts and the man whose faith is defined by trust and obedience. “But prove yourselves doers of the word, and not merely hearers who delude themselves” (James 1:22).

Jesus himself distinguished between those religious sounding and looking folks who diminished their piety with works of lawlessness and the omission of true obedience. “Not everyone who says to me, 'Lord, Lord,' will enter the kingdom of heaven; but he who does the will of my father who is in heaven” (Matthew 7:21). 

The attachment of certain conditions to salvation like faith, confession and discipleship do not nullify the fact that God's grace is a gift, for we admit that his blessing can never be earned and offers no justification for boasting. Salvation is by faith, but no Bible writer ever claimed it was by faith alone. Jesus himself denied that untruth and recommended the effectiveness of faith, working through love (Galatians 5:6).
1. Is salvation through faith? How do you know?
Yes, for Ephesians 2:8 states that, “salvation is by grace through faith” and Jesus taught that believers should find everlasting life (John 3:16).


2. The controversy with Calvinism is not over “salvation by faith,” but “salvation by faith alone.” What bible passage discusses salvation by faith alone? What does it say?
James 2:14-26 discusses both salvation and justification, although one cannot have one without the other. Verse 14 asks rhetorically if faith without works will save and verse 24 argues that justification is by faithful works, not faith only.

3. Martin Luther imagined disharmony between James Second and Romans 4, but those who believe in the inerrancy of the bible are compelled to seek a harmony between faith and works. How would you harmonize James 2:14-26 and Romans 4:1-8 (cf. Galatians 5:1-6)?
Neither passage argues that man can be saved without grace–by perfect keeping of the law. Instead, Paul emphasizes the place of faith to an audience tempted by self-righteousness and James emphasizes works to an audience tempted by idleness. Galatians 5 forbids us from futilely seeking justification in keeping the law perfectly, but upholds the power of faith working through love.

4. Does faith itself require human effort, or is it compelled by the Holy Spirit (John 6:29, Matthew 7:7-8, James 1:21, Acts 7:51, Hebrews 11:6)? Consider James 1:22-27. How does this passage urge more than belief?
When man believes, he is doing God’s work, after seeking and knocking diligently and supplanting evil with righteousness in his life. The Holy Spirit can be resisted and faith can be denied. We are urged to be doers of the word, not just self-deceived hearers.


5. Browse Hebrews 11. Why did these people have their faith praised? Was Noah’s life preserved by faith (Genesis 6:5-9,22)? Was Naaman saved from leprosy by faith (Second Kings 5:1-14)? Was either saved by faith alone? When were they saved?
Their faith was diligent and active and submissive. While both were saved by grace through faith, neither was saved by faith alone, but by actively and submissively cooperating with grace.


6. How did Jesus preempt salvation by faith only (Matthew 7:13-27)?
He taught men to walk the narrow way and to do God’s will to enter Heaven.

7. The rulers in John 12:42-43 believed; were they saved (Matthew 10:32-33, Romans 10:9)? Explain. For whom is Jesus the author of eternal salvation (Hebrews 5:8-9)?
No, for their belief did not lead to confession, “unto salvation.” He authors salvation for all who obey him.
