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Lord's Day 24 

Good Works in Relation to Justification 

Rev. H. Hoeksema 

 

Q.62. But why cannot our good works be the whole, or part of our righteousness before 
God? 

A. Because that the righteousness, which can be approved of before the tribunal of God, 
must be absolutely perfect, and in all respects conformable to the divine law; and 
also, that our best works in this life are all imperfect and defiled with sin. 

Q.63. What! do not our good works merit, which yet God will reward in this and in a 
future life? 

A. This reward is not of merit, but of grace. 
Q.64. But doth not this doctrine make men careless and profane? 
A. By no means: for it is impossible that those, who are implanted into Christ by a true 

faith, should not bring forth fruits of thankfulness. 
 

Introduction 

The doctrine of grace, when consistently maintained and preached, has always met with much 
objection in the heart of men. On the face of things this may seem strange because the doctrine of grace 
is the heart of the Christian confession. All Christianity confesses that they are saved by grace; but, if this 
doctrine is consistently maintained, there arise many objections in the heart of man. And it is no wonder 
that these objections should also be expressed in opposition to the doctrine of justification by faith.  

The doctrine of justification by faith, as we have seen, had its source, its beginning in the counsel of 
God. In that counsel, we are made members of a corporation, a body, of which Christ is the head. It was 
mere sovereign grace that we were made members of that corporation. We had nothing to do with it. 
Freely we were made members of that body of which Christ is the head.  

It is a righteousness of grace, in the second place, because He realized it. He laid the foundation for 
this righteousness in Christ. Christ merited it. We had nothing to do with it. The doctrine of free will is 
foolishness. Christ died nineteen hundred years ago and merited this righteousness: and, if he died for 
all, then it follows that all are righteous in him. But that is not so. God realized this righteousness in 
Christ Jesus. And we had nothing to do with it. It was entirely out of grace.  

Since the elect are a corporation, God realizes righteousness by grace through faith by making his 
people partakers of it, so that justification by faith is justification out of grace. Now this twenty-fourth 
Lord's Day calls our attention to the relation between our good works and justification.  

This twenty-fourth Lord's Day does not speak as yet of the subject of good works as such; but it is 
an appendix to the twenty-third Lord's Day, and speaks of the relation between our justification by faith 
and our good works. The believer has said that his own conscience accuses him of unrighteousness and 
of transgressing the law of God; but, in spite of the fact that he condemns himself, God declares him 
righteous. For the natural mind that is very humiliating. Man does not want to be saved by grace, but by 
works. It is not that he wants to become reconciled to God by his works, for the carnal mind is enmity 
against God; and because of this enmity against God, he demands that upon his sinful works God must 
set the seal of his approval. And so he demands that he be saved by God setting the seal of his approval 
upon his sinful works. The doctrine of justification by faith is humiliating.  

Many objections have been raised against this in the past, and are still being raised against it. And 
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because that is the case, the catechism adds this twenty-fourth Lord's Day. This Lord's Day deals with 
the subject of the relation between the good works of the Christian and his justification by faith. And it 
points out three things. In the first place, it points out that these good works are exclusive of all 
meritorious value. The Christian does not have to work for a living anymore. He cannot work for eternal 
life anymore. In the second place, good works is the necessary fruit of him that is justified. Just as 
impossible as it is that a Christian can imagine that he is justified by works, so impossible it is for him to 
say that it makes no difference how he lives, and that he should be careless and profane. And, in the 
third place, although his good works have no meritorious value, but are the necessary fruit of his 
justification, yet God rewards them.  

 

Theme: Good Works in Relation to Justification 

1. They are not the Ground of Justification 
2. Justification is the Source of Good Works 
3. These Works are Nevertheless Rewarded 

 

1. They are not the Ground of Justification 

There is a profound principle involved in the question as to whether our good works cannot be the 
ground of our righteousness, either as a whole or in part. The principle is that our works can merit 
something before God, so that the question may be asked of it: is it true that our good works can ever 
become meritorious before God? The theory of free-will is that our good works are meritorious, that 
they merit something before God. That conception is rooted in the sinful pride of our heart, so that the 
relation between us and God is conceived of as a mutual contract. It is conceived of as a contract in 
which I am the second party. If I walk in good works, then God must pay me. And if He will not pay me, I 
do not have to do good works. Thus I conceive of the relation between God and me as that of employer 
and employee. If I am an employee, I have time of my own, I have power of my own, I have talent of my 
own; and I can come to the employer and sell part of my time, my power, and my talent to him. And so 
the man who asks the question, "Cannot our good works be the ground of our justification?" conceives 
of the relation between himself and God as that of employer and employee. Man is a sinner; and the 
question is, how can I be justified before God? And he answers that his good works are the basis of his 
justification because they are meritorious. I am in debt with God, but my good works wipe out that debt 
for they are meritorious. Good works are the basis for our justification.  

This is the basis of Roman Catholicism concerning justification. Roman Catholicism claims that good 
works are the ground for justification. I am speaking of the good works of the Christian. The Catholic 
Church does not say that the good works of the natural man can be the basis of justification, but that 
Christ died and merited the grace by which we can do good works, and these good works can now be 
partly the basis of our justification. If we have sufficient good works, we go straight to heaven; but if not, 
we go to purgatory until we have sufficient works. The works are the basis for justification. And it is for 
that reason that the catechism says that even if our works were perfect, if from the day of our birth until 
the day of our death we had lived perfectly, and had not committed a single sin, those works could 
never be meritorious before God. The relation is not such that we offer something to God, and He must 
reward us. We have nothing to offer God. All that we have is the Lord's. My time, my power, and my 
talent are God's, so that I have nothing to give to God. The very idea that we can merit anything before 
God is blasphemy. It is a denial of the godhead of God, and is rooted in the pride of our sinful heart. We 
can never merit anything before God, so that if I serve him perfectly all my days, I have no reward, but I 
am simply even with God. I have merited nothing. What I did was a mere obligation; and God owes me 
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nothing. I can earn nothing from God. And the reason that I can do nothing for God is that He is God. 
Our good works are never meritorious before him. ] 

But to return to the catechism,  which puts it far stronger  it says that God demands perfect 
righteousness, and if our righteousness is to be based on our works, He must demand perfect works, 
while all our works are imperfect and defiled with sin.  

In this I am speaking of the works of the Christian. I am not speaking of the works of the natural 
man. The works of the natural man are all corrupt. They are not simply spotted; they are entirely 
corrupt. But I am speaking of the good works of the Christian; for the Christian can distinguish between 
good, better, and best works. And if we take the very best of these works, the Christian must say of 
them that they are as filthy rags. All our righteousness is as filthy rags; and anyone who knows himself as 
he is before the face of God will follow the catechism and say of the best of his works, "Lord, forgive the 
sin that accompanied my works." The Christian can never be righteous before God because of good 
works, and that for two reasons, which in reality are one. One side of it is, that God demands an 
absolutely perfect righteousness, which is in all respects conformable to the divine law. And the other 
side is that our best works are imperfect and defiled with sin. If God should give us according to our best 
works, we would go to hell. When the Christian examines himself and weighs the very best works that 
he has, he is so ashamed of them, that he does not have the confidence to ask God to judge him on the 
basis of good works. When we are busy in the best work, let us say, when we are praying, our prayer is 
so corrupt that if God should judge us on the basis of that prayer, we would go kneeling to hell. If we 
review our prayers, we find that the self-righteous Pharisee has accompanied our prayer all the way 
through. We find that we have prayed for many things that we did not even want. Let us not talk about 
the good works of the natural man, and of the carnal mind anymore; for the fact is that they can never 
make us righteous before God, but they condemn us.  

Therefore we must not look at our works but at Christ. Our righteousness is in Christ. And it is a 
righteousness by which we may at all times come to God. We must look at him, and at him alone. All the 
rest must go. We must say, we are righteous, not because of our good works, but because of the 
righteousness of Christ. Our righteousness is not of works but of grace. Our righteousness is from God. 
Our righteousness is in Christ. Christ merited this righteousness for us. In him righteousness is merited; 
but in us it is of grace. And we appropriate it by faith. We have become one with him; and we 
appropriate his righteousness by faith. We have become one with him; and our citizenship is in him. He 
never changes; and that is why our citizenship papers never change either.  

2. Justification is the Source of Good Works 

The second objection is rooted in the same principle. The objection is that the doctrine of 
righteousness by faith makes men careless and profane, as it is made against all the doctrine of salvation 
by grace. If we cannot merit salvation, let us sin that grace may abound; and it is rooted in the same 
conception of our relation to God. This conception is found in Pelagian and even in Reformed circles; 
and let me add that it is also found in our hearts. It is the conception that we work for wages, that our 
works merit something. And, if we do not receive wages, we will not work. The Pelagian claims that we 
must go to heaven by works. He says surely that we are saved by faith; but that faith is a good work in 
itself. And not only is faith a good work in itself, but it is also the beginning of many other good works. 
And because faith is a good work in itself, and is also the beginning of many other good works, 
therefore, it is possible to be saved by faith. That is the standpoint of Pelagianism; we do not go to 
heaven because of the work of the law, but because of faith, which is in itself a good work. That is the 
conception of the Pelagian.  

Remember, however, that Pelagian also lives in our own hearts. We are exposed to every wind of 
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doctrine; and before we know it, we make our salvation depend on our own good works. In fact, all 
doubt and weakness in faith has its root in the fact that we look at ourselves, at our good works, at our 
condition instead of at our state. If I look at myself, for example, I am a Dutchman; but if I look at my 
citizenship papers, I am an American citizen. We must not look at our condition, but at our citizenship 
papers. The Arminian says we must look at our good works; but the Christian says, “I look at my 
citizenship papers; and my citizenship papers are in Christ and never change.”  

The conception that we are saved by our good works, that we work for wages, is a corrupt 
conception, which is sometimes expressed in the phrase, you must repent or you will go to hell. That is a 
corrupt conception. We do not have to serve God to get something. To serve God in order to get 
something for it cancels itself out. God cannot be served because He gives something in return, even 
though He does; and God is not to be feared in order to escape punishment. God must be served 
because He is God. That is religion. The other is no religion. You are not religious when you serve God 
just to get something. You must serve him because you love him. That is religion.  

It is of that service that the catechism says  and all Scripture testifies that one who so serves 
God will never become careless and profane. It has been said that the doctrine of salvation by grace is a 
dangerous doctrine because it makes men careless and profane. And men have abused this doctrine. 
The apostle Paul speaks of it in Romans 6. He says, if it is true that we are saved by grace, shall we say, 
let us live in sin? The more I sin, the more the power of the blood of Jesus Christ will become manifest in 
me?. Let us sin, that grace may abound. That is the Antinomian view, men who are careless and profane. 
But Paul says, God forbid that we should say this. We are dead to sin, how shall we longer live therein. 
And so the catechism says that that is a spiritual impossibility, for the simple reason that the Christian is 
justified by faith. 

Now to have faith is not simply to accept or to believe. If having faith were just to believe, then it 
might make men careless; but faith is not simply to accept a truth. Faith is the living tie by which we 
cleave to Christ. It is the tie by which the soul, the heart, the mind, and the will go out to Christ; and 
Christ is the one through whom sin has forfeited the right, and lost the power, to reign. Christ has 
removed the guilt of sin: put sin to death. Christ is the one because of whom sin has no right to rule. And 
we are connected with him by faith. Therefore, the power of sin is broken in us, so that justification and 
sanctification must follow.  

If the Christian lives in sin, he is not justified. The Christian does not say he is perfect; but if it is true 
that He is connected with Christ, he will say, “Where once I loved sin, I now hate it.” That is the 
characteristic of the Christian. Since we are justified by faith, and since faith is the living bond by which 
we become one with Christ, it is impossible that the doctrine of salvation by grace should make us 
careless; for by faith we are one with Christ, and being one with him we live out of him. “What shall we 
say then? Shall we say, let us live in sin that grace may abound? God forbid. We that have died to sin, 
how shall we any longer live therein?”  

And so there are two impossibilities. In the first place, it is impossible to walk in sin and say, “I am 
justified.” And in the second place, it is impossible that anyone that has been justified should walk in sin.  

3. These Works are Nevertheless Rewarded 

Still, our good works are rewarded. The catechism asks, “Do not our good works merit, which yet 
God will reward in this and in a future life?” And it answers, “This reward is not out of merit, but out of 
grace.”  

There is a reward. This follows from the justice of God. As God's justice demands that He reward 
evil with evil, so his justice demands that He reward good with good. Our good works are rewarded, but 
it is a reward of grace.  
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The essence of that reward is eternal glory; but there is a difference in the reward. The reward will 
be in harmony with the works. Scripture teaches that the saints of the old dispensation were spurred on 
because they had their eye fixed upon the reward. Moses despised the pleasures and treasures of Egypt 
because he looked unto the recompense of reward. So Christ, for the glory that awaited him, despised 
the cross. And so the Christian expects a reward. But it is a reward of grace.  

That does not mean that we shall receive a certain part of heaven and of glory. Certainly we shall 
be rewarded according to our works. There will be various stages in heaven, but this reward of grace 
does not mean, as it is often presented, that all shall receive eternal life, and that the reward is above 
this. All the glory of heaven and of eternal life is a reward of grace.  

In the second place, it is often presented as follows. I send my boy to the store. And when he 
comes back, I give him ten cents. Now they say, that was a reward of grace, I did not have to give him 
that. But this is not so. The reward of grace is something that God, according to his justice, is bound to 
give. The cross of Jesus Christ merited for the Church the privilege to do good works, and the power to 
walk in them. It is a privilege to do good works. It is all of grace, the privilege to do good works, and the 
power to walk in them. And because it all flows to us from the cross of Christ, therefore, when God gives 
a reward in harmony with these good works, the Christian says: “It was grace that I might do good 
works; it was grace that I might labor and work; and it is grace that I will be rewarded.” It is of grace that 
God ordained works for us from eternity. These works He laid in our path. He ordained that these works 
should be the fruit which we bear. And so He gave us grace to walk in them. Our works are merited by 
Christ, and given to us by grace. And when, in the end, God rewards the good with good, it will be but of 
grace, because it was all of grace.  

Where then is boasting. It is excluded. We are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus unto good 
works, which He hath ordained from before the foundation of the world that we should walk in them. 
And therefore, the Christian thanks God that he might walk in good works and be rewarded and says, 
“Thine be the glory.”   

 


