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JUDGED BY THE LAW
OF LIBERTY

Ronnie Hayes

INTRODUCTION1

This lectureship’s theme, The Law of Christ, is one that is timely
and needed. James wrote: “So speak ye, and so do, as they that shall be
judged by the law of liberty” (Jas. 2:12). In the NIV, this verse reads:
“Speak and act as those who are going to be judged by the law that
gives freedom.” James clearly states that “the law of liberty”—the law
which gives freedom—will judge our speech and our actions! How
many take the term “liberty” and conclude that it means freedom to do
whatever they want, without any law applying to what they do. Is
James teaching that “liberty” is license to do, say, or participate in sin?
Absolutely not!

Let us consider what James 2:12 really is saying about “the law of
liberty” and being judged by it. Albert Barnes, in his commentary on
James, writes:

The meaning is, that in all our conduct we are to act under the
constant impression of the truth that we are soon to be brought
into judgment, and that the law by which we are to be judged is
that by which it is contemplated that we shall be set free from the
dominion of sin.2

Barnes goes on to say:
The sense is, “In all your conduct, whatever you do or say,
remember that you are to be judged, or that you are to give an
impartial account; and remember also that the rule by which your
are to be judged is that by which provision is made for being
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delivered from the dominion of sin, and brought into the freedom
of the gospel.’”3

There is no doubt that all are going to be judged by the law of liberty.
Winfred Clark in his book The Man Who Has Faith writes: “James had
already referred to the New Testament as the ‘the perfect law of liberty’
(1:25), and now he says that it will be the standard at the great
judgment (Jn. 12:48).”4 

Examining a few specific terms used in James 2:12, let us first look
at the terms, “Speak” and “Do.” Guy N. Woods, in his commentary on
James, writes: “The verbs ‘speak,’ and ‘do,’ are present active
imperatives, and thus designate habitual activity. Ever speak and ever
do as men that are to be judged.”5 “Speak” is “to say”6 and “Do” is “to
adopt a way of expressing by act the thoughts and feelings.”7 Paul
commanded: “[W]hatsoever ye do in word or deed, do all in the name
of the Lord Jesus” (Col. 3:17). These two words sum up the totality of
our lives. We are going to be judged according to what we say and do.

Next, let us give our attention to the term “judged.” “Judged”
“primarily denotes to separate, select, choose; hence, to determine, and
so to judge, pronounce judgment.”8 There is no doubt that the Word of
God says Judgment Day is coming (cf. Mt. 25:32; Acts 17:31; Rom.
2:16;14:12; 2 Cor. 5:10; Rev. 20:12). James 2:12 not only says that we
are going to be judged, but it tells us by what, “the law of liberty.”
Barnes draws the unmistakable conclusion: “The argument here seems
to be, that he who habitually feels that he is soon to be judged by a law
under which it was contemplated that he might be, and should be, free
from the bondage of sin, has one of the strongest of all inducements to
lead a holy life.”9

We must define what is meant by “law.” Woods defines law as “a
rule of action.”10 This is not just a law or some law, but it is the “perfect
law of liberty” (Jas. 1:15). This law refers to the last will and testament
of Jesus Christ—the New Testament. Christ states: “He that rejecteth
me, and receiveth not my words, hath one that judgeth him: the word
that I have spoken, the same shall judge him in the last day” (Jn.
12:48). Without a doubt, the New Testament is more than a book of
suggestions. It represents our opportunity for salvation (cf. Rom. 1:16),
and it also will judge us (Jas. 1:25: 2:12).

Last in our word list, we want to understand “liberty.” Liberty is
defined as “a loosening, relaxation, indulgence, dismissal, release,
forgiveness or freedom.”11 Many have the misconception that when we
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are made free by “the perfect law of liberty,” there are no boundaries
in our lives. James is not saying we have freedom to sin, but a freedom
from sin. Putting it this way, Paul says: “What shall we say then? Shall
we continue in sin, that grace may abound? God forbid. How shall we,
that are dead to sin, live any longer therein?” (Rom. 6:1-2). Paul also
states: “For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus hath made me
free from the law of sin and death” (Rom. 8:2). The liberty that
Christians enjoy is not a license to sin, but a loosening from the bonds
of sin. Because of their freedom from sin, faithful Christians will not
have to face the consequences of sin (cf. Rom. 3:23; 6:23).

Are the terms “law” and “liberty” complementary or contradictory?
Some think law and liberty cannot stand together. They say: “If you
have law, then you cannot have liberty.” Is that true? Basically, what
many want is pardon from sin while they continue to engage in it. Read
again Romans 6:1-2 where Paul asked: “What shall we say then? Shall
we continue in sin, that grace may abound? God forbid. How shall we,
that are dead to sin, live any longer therein?” The Word of God does
not give us a license to sin. It frees us from the bondage of sin,
therefore giving us the freedom, liberty from the clutches of sin. To
argue that law and liberty are contradictory and incompatible is
preposterous. Guy N. Woods discusses “law and grace” in his book
Questions and Answers. Many of the same statements are true in
relationship to law and liberty. Woods says:

Law is “a rule of action;” to insist that there is no law in the New
Covenant is to urge that there is no rule by which we are to walk
today. In complete contrast with such a view, there is a “law of
Christ” (Gal. 6:2; 1 Cor. 9:21); a “law of the Spirit of life” (Rom.
8:2); a “law of liberty” (James 1:25; 2:12), a “law of love”
(Rom. 13:10; and, to insist that there is no law in the New
Testament is (a) in conflict with these plain affirmations of
inspiration; and (b) implies that we are without an enforceable
standard of conduct; and (c) disregards the significance of the
word law.12

It is foolish to affirm, in one breath, that children of God are not
under law, any law, law of any kind, and then to concede that
they are under restraint. Law is restraint. Those who are re-
strained are under law. Where there is no law there is no
restraint. Moreover, those who are without law are without sin.
Sin is the transgression of the law. “Where there is no law,
neither is there transgression” (Rom. 4:15).13
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Children of God have been, by the precious blood of Christ,
redeemed from the curse of the law (of Moses), and are privi-
leged, in Christ, to share in the blessings of salvation available
through conformity to “the law of the Spirit of life.” (Rom. 8:2)
Through the freedom from the law of Moses children of God
today enjoy, they may pursue their obligations under the law of
love, realizing that the law by which they shall be judged (James
2:12), is not one of slavery, but one of freedom. By this rule (of
law), let us ever walk. (Gal. 6:16).14

The law of liberty. This statement is further explanatory of why
the law is designated as perfect in the statement preceding. It is
law, it is perfect law, it is a perfect law of liberty. It is law,
because it is a rule of action the design of which is to govern our
lives; It is a perfect law, because it is (a) without defect; (b) it is
all-sufficient to accomplish the purpose for which it was
designed. It is a law of liberty, because obedience thereto sets
one free from the bondage of sin and Satan, and spiritual death.
The view obtains with some that law and liberty are contradic-
tory terms. The Holy Spirit, through James, envisioned no such
difficulty. With him it is perfectly consistent to speak of law and
liberty in the same breath, and to join them in the same phrase.
Indeed, there can be true liberty only where there is law; law is
restraint; where there is no restraint, there is the most hopeless
and abject slavery. A dope addict, for example, defies law, and
thus operates without restraint, and thereby suffers the most
rigorous bondage. Denominational theologians, laboring under
the prepossessions of their creeds, seek to eliminate all law from
God’s plan today, and in this fashion attempt to avoid the
essentiality of baptism, and other acts of obedience, as condi-
tions precedents to the forgiveness of sins.15

Thanks be to God, that through His infinite wisdom, He has given
us law by which we can be made free from sin and death (Rom. 8:2).
Surely, we can see that law and liberty work hand-in-hand. With these
terms defined, let us turn our attention toward judgment. What can we
know? What does the Bible say?

WE WILL ALL STAND BEFORE
THE JUDGMENT SEAT OF CHRIST

To whom does the statement, “they that shall be judged by the law
of liberty” (Jas. 2:12) refer? Judgment is going to be universal. All are
going to stand before God and answer for what they have done or left
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undone. Viewing Matthew 25:31, H. Leo Boles stated: “‘All the
nations’ is equivalent to ‘the whole human race’; not only those who
shall be alive at his coming, but all who have ever lived are embraced
within the scope of the term ‘all the nations.’ No one will escape the
judgment of God.”16 Burton Coffman commented: “[W]e may be
absolutely certain that every man including every Christian, shall in the
last analysis be judged according to his deeds, whether good or bad.”17

It is difficult to understand how anyone could come up with the idea
that they will escape being judged by “the law of liberty.” If you
believe the Bible, it is hard to argue with the following passages!

When the Son of man shall come in his glory, and all the holy
angels with him, then shall he sit upon the throne of his glory:
And before him shall be gathered all nations: and he shall
separate them one from another, as a shepherd divideth his sheep
from the goats (Mt. 25:31-32).
Marvel not at this: for the hour is coming, in the which all that
are in the graves shall hear his voice, And shall come forth; they
that have done good, unto the resurrection of life; and they that
have done evil, unto the resurrection of damnation (Jn. 5:28-29).
And the times of this ignorance God winked at; but now
commandeth all men every where to repent: Because he hath
appointed a day, in the which he will judge the world in righ-
teousness by that man whom he hath ordained; whereof he hath
given assurance unto all men, in that he hath raised him from the
dead (Acts 17:30-31).
In the day when God shall judge the secrets of men by Jesus
Christ according to my gospel (Rom. 2:16).
So then every one of us shall give account of himself to God
(Rom. 14:12).
For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ; that
every one may receive the things done in his body, according to
that he hath done, whether it be good or bad (2 Cor. 5:10).
And as it is appointed unto men once to die, but after this the
judgment (Heb. 9: 27).
And Enoch also, the seventh from Adam, prophesied of these,
saying, Behold, the Lord cometh with ten thousands of his saints,
To execute judgment upon all, and to convince all that are
ungodly among them of all their ungodly deeds which they have
ungodly committed, and of all their hard speeches which
ungodly sinners have spoken against him (Ju. 14-15).
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And I saw the dead, small and great, stand before God; and the
books were opened: and another book was opened, which is the
book of life: and the dead were judged out of those things which
were written in the books, according to their works (Rev. 20:12).

THERE WILL BE A STANDARD
BY WHICH WE ARE JUDGED

What all must realize is that there is a standard by which we will be
judged. Revelation 20:12 says: “I saw the dead, small and great, stand
before God; and the books were opened: and another book was opened,
which is the book of life: and the dead were judged out of those things
which were written in the books, according to their works.” This
passage clearly states that the dead were “judged out of those things
which were written in the books” (20:12). What are these books?
Alexander Campbell preached one of his great sermons from this text.
Mentioning several books that might be considered, he spoke of:

(1) The Book of Nature.
A. “The heavens declare the glory of God” (Psalm 19).
B. “His everlasting power and divinity are received through the

things that are made” (Romans 1:20).
C. “He left not himself without witnesses ... he did good, gave

rains and fruitful seasons, etc.” (Acts 14:17).
D. But there is no such thing as forgiveness in nature. The book

of nature does not reveal Christ.
(2) The Book of Remembrance.

A. “A book of remembrance was written before him” (Malachi
3:16).

B. “Note it in a book that is may be for the time to come”
(Isaiah 30:8, 9).

C. “The Lord will bring to light the hidden things” (1 Corinthi-
ans 4:5).

D. “Nothing secret that shall not be made manifest” (Luke 8:17,
Romans 2:16)

(3) The Old Testament.
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The great, continuing witness of all ages is the Bible. The OT
continues to be the most impressive witness of the deity and
godhead of Christ in that it establishes his credentials historically
for ages prior to the Incarnation.
A. “Search the scriptures ... for these are they that testify of me”

(John 5:39).
B. “All things must needs be fulfilled” (Luke 24:44).
C. “And the scriptures cannot be broken” (John 10:35).
D. “O, ye fools, and slow of heart to believe all that the proph-

ets have spoken” (Luke 24:25, Matthew 22:29).
(4) The New Testament.

A. “These sayings of mine” (Matthew 7:24, 26).
B. “Whatsoever I commanded you” (Matthew 28:18-20).
C. “The word of the Lord (the gospel) endureth forever”

(1 Peter 1:25, Matthew 24:35, Hebrews 2:3, 2 Peter 3:2,
John 6:68).

(5) The Record of Every Man’s Works.
All of the sacred writers make it clear that men shall be judged
according to their works. Modern theology is very uncomfortable
in the light of this truth; but the record of every man’s deeds will
surely enter into the judgment which he shall receive.
A. Jesus taught this (John 5:29, Matthew 25:31-46, Luke 6:46-

49, Matthew 12:27, etc.).
B. Paul taught this (Romans 2:6ff, 2 Corinthians 5:10, Philippi-

ans 2:12, 2 Corinthians 6:1, etc.).
C. Peter taught this (Acts 10:35, 1 Peter 2:12, 3:8-11, 2 Peter

1:10).
D. James taught this (Jas. 2:14, 20, 24, 26, etc.).
E. The apostle John taught this (1 John 2:4, 5, 3:7, 8, 3:22-24,

etc.).
F. This prophecy teaches this (Rev. 2:5, 3:15, 20:12, 13, 14:13,

etc.).
(6) The Book of Life.

A. Philippians 4:3.
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B. Revelation 3:15, 13:8.
C. Revelation 20:12,15
D. Revelation 21:2718

Based upon the fact that there will be a standard of judgment,
judgment will be objective, not subjective. Webster’s says the word
“objective” is “expressing or involving the use of facts without
distortion by personal feelings or prejudices.”19 “Subjective” means
something which is “peculiar to a particular individual; personal;
arising out of or identified by means of one’s awareness of his own
states and processes.”20 The objective is concrete where as the subjec-
tive is whimsical. This is important because some suggest that on the
Day of Judgment, God might change His mind and allow some who
have never been obedient to the Gospel to enter heaven. Usually this
statement is based solely upon God’s love, as if God’s love is going to
over look sin. To take away law and judgment would be subjective.
Add the law and everything becomes clear. When things become clear,
they become objective. There should be no misunderstandings.

God’s law is clear because it is sufficient. God has not left us
floating on the sea of time without any means directing our vessel. God
has not left us hopeless, helpless, and hurting. God has made sure that
we have “all things that pertain unto life and godliness” (2 Pet. 1:3). He
has provided the things by which you and I can be saved. Consider
these words of blessed assurance:

And now, brethren, I commend you to God, and to the word of
his grace, which is able to build you up, and to give you an
inheritance among all them which are sanctified (Acts 20:32).
And ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free
(Jn. 8:32).
Sanctify them through thy truth: thy word is truth (Jn. 17:17).
For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ: for it is the power
of God unto salvation to every one that believeth; to the Jew
first, and also to the Greek (Rom. 1:16).
For the grace of God that bringeth salvation hath appeared to all
men, Teaching us that, denying ungodliness and worldly lusts,
we should live soberly, righteously, and godly, in this present
world (Tit. 2:11-12).
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On the day of judgment, you and I will not be able to stand before God
and say: “We did not have enough information.” We have everything
we need. The problem is not with the sufficiency of God’s Word, but
with the lack of our obedience.

We can also see that God’s law is clear because it is simple. No
academic degrees are required to understand what God’s plan is for us.
John penned: “For this is the love of God, that we keep his command-
ments: and his commandments are not grievous” (1 Jn. 5:3). Vine
defines grievous as “heavy, burdensome.”21 God’s law is not so
difficult that we cannot understand or comply with it. If you want to
know and obey the law of God, you can! You and I can see the
simplicity of God’s law through salvation. God does not make us beg
or plead, but in simple terms He tells us what He expects. It is so
simple that it can easily be taught to small children.

The “five-finger exercise” is an easy and fun way to teach the plan
of salvation. They quickly are able to recite: “Hear, Believe, Repent,
Confess and be Baptized.” One summer, while doing mission work in
Guyana, I taught this five-finger exercise to a large group of young
people who enthusiastically sat at my feet each evening. As I began my
lesson each evening, I would take a few minutes to teach these precious
children this simple lesson. By the end of eight consecutive evenings,
they were ready to tell me about the five-fingers and what each meant.

There is simplicity in what the Bible teaches regarding those things
which are necessary to our salvation. In terms we can understand, God
not only tells us how to be saved, He tells us what He wants in worship.
He has clearly revealed His will concerning the oneness of His church,
Christian living, love, and much more. Why do men try to make these
matters hard to grasp? Could it be that they will attempt to use this for
their defense as they stand before God on judgment? The “Your Book
was too hard for me to understand” defense will not work because it is
not true.

God’s law is clear because it is sure. God is not going to change
His mind. He has given us the last will and testament. Pointing to the
immutability of God’s Word, Jude 3 states: “Beloved, when I gave all
diligence to write unto you of the common salvation, it was needful for
me to write unto you, and exhort you that ye should earnestly contend
for the faith which was once delivered [once for all delivered, ASV]
unto the saints (emphasis added).” Coffman writes: “‘Once for all
delivered ...’ The use of the Greek word hapax carries the meaning of
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‘once only and for ever.’”22 There is no need for anyone to wait around
for a “latter day revelation,” or a vision from God because He has
revealed His Word and there is not going to be another.

Is it not interesting that in the Biblical account of the rich man and
Lazarus, that the rich man wanted Abraham to send Lazarus back to his
five brothers on earth and warn them not to come to the place of
torment where he was. “Abraham saith unto him, They have Moses and
the prophets; let them hear them” (Lk. 16:29). Basically, Abraham was
saying, “They have the Word of God.” But the rich man was concerned
that they would not listen to the simple Word, “but if one went unto
them from the dead, they will repent” (Lk. 16:30). Abraham told the
rich man: “If they hear not Moses and the prophets, neither will they be
persuaded, though one rose from the dead” (Lk. 16:31).

If individuals today cannot be persuaded by the simple, sufficient,
and sure Word of God, then there remains no hope for them. Could this
be why so many want judgment to be subjective and not objective?
Christ still says: “He that rejecteth me, and receiveth not my words,
hath one that judgeth him: the word that I have spoken, the same shall
judge him in the last day” (Jn. 12:48).

OUR JUDGMENT WILL RESULT IN OUR SENTENCING
The time for mercy and grace will be over! On the Day of Judg-

ment, it will be a time for justice! About this, the Bible is very plain. On
that day there will be those who stand condemned. Justice demands it.
Paul tells the church at Thessalonica:

Seeing it is a righteous thing with God to recompense tribulation
to them that trouble you; And to you who are troubled rest with
us, when the Lord Jesus shall be revealed from heaven with his
mighty angels, In flaming fire taking vengeance on them that
know not God, and that obey not the gospel of our Lord Jesus
Christ: Who shall be punished with everlasting destruction from
the presence of the Lord, and from the glory of his power
(2 Thess. 1:6-9).

If we refuse to obey the Word of God, we will be punished with
everlasting destruction. In the great judgment scene depicted in
Matthew 25:31-46, we see that Christ is going to say to those on the left
hand: “Depart from me, ye cursed, into everlasting fire, prepared for the
devil and his angels: For I was an hungred, and ye gave me no meat: I
was thirsty, and ye gave me no drink: I was a stranger, and ye took me
not in: naked, and ye clothed me not: sick, and in prison, and ye visited
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me not” (Mt. 25:41-43). Hell is a prepared place for an unprepared
people. No one can be prepared for what awaits them there.

Right now, you and I are making decisions (our choices) as to
where we will spend eternity. We have the Word of God and we can
understand it, therefore, we truly know whether we are headed for
heaven or hell. It is imperative for us to understand that condemnation
does not mean that God has no love for us. God’s love is evident in the
gift of His Son (Jn. 3:16). Condemnation falls squarely upon our own
shoulders. God through His love, mercy, and grace, has provided the
way that we can be free from sin. If we find ourselves condemned, it is
not God’s fault. It will be our own.

CONCLUSION
But there is another side to the sentencing. There will be those who

will receive a crown of righteous. Paul told Timothy:
For I am now ready to be offered, and the time of my departure
is at hand. I have fought a good fight, I have finished my course,
I have kept the faith: Henceforth there is laid up for me a crown
of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, shall give
me at that day: and not to me only, but unto all them also that
love his appearing. Do thy diligence to come shortly unto me
(2 Tim. 4:6-9).
Then shall the King say unto them on his right hand, Come, ye
blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from
the foundation of the world: For I was an hungred, and ye gave
me meat: I was thirsty, and ye gave me drink: I was a stranger,
and ye took me in: Naked, and ye clothed me: I was sick, and ye
visited me: I was in prison, and ye came unto me (Mt. 25:34-36).

Christ sums it up by saying: “And these shall go away into everlasting
punishment: but the righteous into life eternal” (Mt. 25:46). That being
understood, the only thing to be questioned is: “Where will I spend
eternity?” “Where will you spend eternity?”
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