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Lords Day 32 

The Necessity of Good Works 

Rev. Herman Hoeksema 

 

Q.86. Since then we are delivered from our misery, merely of grace, through Christ, without any 
merit of ours, why must we still do good works? 

A. Because Christ, having redeemed and delivered us by his blood, also renews us by his Holy Spirit, 
after his own image; that so we may testify, by the whole of our conduct, our gratitude to God 
for his blessings, and that he may be praised by us; also, that every one may be assured in 
himself of his faith, by the fruits thereof; and that, by our godly conversation, others may be 
gained to Christ. 

Q. 87. Cannot they then be saved, who, continuing in their wicked and ungrateful lives, are not 
converted to God? 

A. By no means; for the Holy Scripture declares that no unchaste person, idolater, adulterer, thief, 
covetous man, drunkard, slanderer, robber, or any such like, shall inherit the kingdom of God. 

 

When we look at the truth from the viewpoint of the Christian’s experience, that is, from the 
viewpoint of the contents of his consciousness, the truth naturally divides itself into three parts, as in 
the catechism.  This truth as it is applied to the heart becomes manifest as a knowledge of sin, a 
knowledge of salvation and a knowledge of gratitude.  It is thus that the truth lives in the consciousness 
of a Christian.  These three constitute the consciousness of a Christian.  

It is not that the three follow one after the other, but rather that they are simultaneous.  It is not, 
first knowledge of sin, then after a time a knowledge of salvation and finally a knowledge of 
thankfulness. The three are always present together. The Christian is always sinful, always saved and 
always thankful. That is the viewpoint of the catechism from a subjective, experimental point of view; 
and so the catechism is divided into these three parts.  

We are now about to begin the third part, in which we are instructed in the nature of good works 
and of true conversion, and then further in the law of God as a rule for our gratitude, and in prayer as 
the highest expression of gratitude.   

In this you will notice that the Christian instructor in our catechism approaches the third part of his 
instruction book in a very careful way.  He first treats the Christian’s gratitude for his deliverance from 
sin and death rather than going immediately into the question of the necessity of good works.  If it is 
true that, in spite of the fact that a Christian is saved entirely by grace, he must still do good works, why 
is that so?  What is the reason that he must still do good works?  In approaching this subject our 
instructor is careful, for it is easier to go astray here than in the first part of the catechism dealing with 
our sin and misery.  In that first part there is a danger of falling into Pelagianism; but that danger is even 
greater when we speak of our good works.  And so, in order to avoid this danger, the catechism first 
treats this aspect of the Christian’s gratitude.  

Thus it is that the catechism first treats the relation of good works to the Christian’s salvation 
through free grace by showing us that they are entirely proper.  Then, in the second place, it shows that 
they have their roots in the grace of Christ.  And finally it shows that these fruits relate both to the 
Christian himself, and to others.   
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Theme:  The Necessity Good Works.   

I.   Their Propriety   

II.  Their Possibility   

III. Their Fruit   

I. Their Propriety 

To begin with we must see what the catechism in speaking of.  It is not so much speaking of good 
works, as it is speaking of the doctrine of free sovereign grace in relation to our good works.  If we are 
saved entirely by grace without works so that our good works have no meritorious power that 
contributes toward our salvation, why should we do good works?  And so the catechism shows that 
these good works fit in entirely with the doctrine of free grace. 

For this reason the catechism begins with the question, “Since then we are delivered from our 
misery merely of grace through Christ, without any merit of ours, why must we still do good works?” 
That is an important question; and with it the catechism cuts off especially two wrong conceptions 
concerning good works. There is perhaps no subject in which the danger of becoming unscriptural and 
unreformed is so great as here in this doctrine of good works.  A man may be ever so Reformed as to the 
doctrine of predestination, but when it comes to the doctrine of good works, he easily falls into error.  

In the first place, the catechism rejects the error that, seeing we are saved by free grace alone, we 
do not have to do good works.  One may easily take that attitude in practical life.  And when anyone 
intentionally teaches that doctrine, he only takes the doctrine of free grace as an excuse for a life of 
lasciviousness.   

This is one error, and the other the catechism rejects is that which says we must indeed do good 
works to merit salvation, or at least part of it.  That is Roman Catholicism, and the catechism rejects it.  

The catechism comes to the true conception of good works when it says that we must do good 
works exactly because we are saved by grace.  It is for this reason is that in this second question the 
catechism emphasizes “that no unchaste person, idolater, adulterer, thief, covetous man, drunkard, 
slanderer, robber, or any such like, shall inherit the kingdom of God.”  A profane person is not one that 
just falls into these sins — anyone can do that —  but a profane person is one who walks in them.  He is 
a person who is one with those works, and finds his life in them.  If a man finds his joy in such sins, or in 
any one of them, so that he loves them and does not desire to be rid of them, he shall not inherit the 
kingdom of heaven.   

That is important; but the reason it is important is not because those sins causes him to forfeit the 
kingdom of heaven.  There is no forfeiting of the kingdom any more than one can merit the kingdom by 
his good works.  And so, the man who walks in these sins simply has not been in the kingdom of heaven; 
for the citizens of the kingdom of heaven have a living part with Christ.  They have been crucified and 
raised with Christ; and, if they are crucified and raised with Christ, they are dead to sin.  Sin is not dead 
in them; but they are dead to sin.  And so, if a man walks in sin, he shall not inherit the kingdom of 
heaven. 

And over against this the positive side is also true, only the man that stands in a relation of grace to 
God can do good works.  Good works are not external.  It is only a good work which is performed purely 
for God’s sake; only that is good in the spiritual, ethical sense of the word.  Everything that is performed 
for any other purpose, for any other reason than for God’s sake is corrupt.   

This is the very purpose of our salvation, the glory of God.  It is the only purpose.  Sometimes it is 
presented as if our salvation had two purposes.  It is said that the first purpose of our salvation is the 
glory of God — that is the highest purpose.  But there is a purpose that is closer to us, the salvation of 
mankind.  That, however, is impossible; for God’s purpose cannot be anything but His own glory, and 
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the expression of His virtues. We can look about us, and reach out to something outside of ourselves, 
and make that our purpose, but God had nothing outside of Himself to reach out to.  He was alone in 
eternity.  There was nothing outside of Him to reach out to.  He could have no purpose but the 
expression of His own glory.  And that is God’s purpose in regards to our salvation, the manifestation, 
the shining forth of His virtues.  That is why we were created. That is why we are redeemed.  That is why 
we are Christians.  And that is why we must do good works.  There is no other purpose.  

Furthermore, it is just because of that purpose that the good works of the Christian can reach the 
highest quality.  The Christian does not do good works to be saved.  His salvation is finished.  It is 
complete, so that the purpose can never be the seeking of blessings for ourselves.  The soul purpose is 
the glory of God; and that purpose is reached in the Christian.  It is not so that we must now help God to 
reach His purpose.  God reaches that purpose in the Christian; and the good works of a Christian are 
necessitated by the very work of redemption.  We do good works for the love of God; and if we do good 

works in order to go to heaven, those works are corrupt  just as it is corrupt to hate sin because of its 
result.   

This doctrine alone places us in a position to be able to live before God.  As long as we presume our 
relationship to be that of an employer and employee, there is no possibility of doing good works.  If I 
work for someone and receive wages, there is in those wages no sign that I have the good will of him for 
whom I worked.  I earned those wages; and that receive these wages is no sign that I have the good will 
of my employer, nor that I worked for my employer out of a motive of love.  And so, as long as I 
conceive of myself as working for God, I have not begun to understand the relation of one that walks in 
sanctification before God, nor have I begun to understand God.  

And so it is that by absolute, free, sovereign grace God places us in a position in which we feel that 
what we do we do not do for our salvation.  Why must I do good works?  To go to heaven?  I do go to 
heaven.  Freely we are saved, not as wages but as a manifestation of God’s good will.  And it follows that 
there is nothing for me to merit anymore.  My life before God must be purely from the motive of the 
love of God.  That is what the catechism emphasizes. “Since then we are delivered from our misery, 
merely of grace, through Christ, without any merit of ours, why must we still do good works?”  And the 
answer is  “Because Christ, having redeemed and delivered us by His blood, also renews us by His Holy 
Spirit, after His own image; that so we may testify, by the whole of our conduct, our gratitude to God for 
His blessings, and that He may be praised by us; also that every one may be assured in himself of his 
faith by the fruits thereof; and that, by our godly conversation, others may be gained to Christ.”   

II. Their Possibility   

Even here, however, we must be careful; and so the catechism begins by rejecting still another 
error.  

It is not that good works come out of the Christian himself as a sort of response to the blessings of 
God’s grace.  Good works do not have their roots in us. That is an error.  Gratitude does not arise 
spontaneously out of us in response to the grace of God over us.  It is not that we see the goodness of 
God and the riches of His grace over us, and we spontaneously do good works as a response to this 
grace of God, as in the song, “I gave, I gave my life for thee, what hast thou given for me?”  That is not 
so.  If it were that God shows us the riches of His grace, and now we have to respond to it, we would 
never do good works.  We would be still in our sin.  That is why the catechism emphasizes that good 
works are possible only because Christ renews us after His own image by His Holy Spirit.   

There have always been some people who have said that God wanted to reveal His grace and 
mercy, and the purpose of the Christian is not to reveal God’s virtues in general but simply to make 
evident His grace.  God’s grace needs to be revealed, and is set forth in our sinfulness and corruption.  
We are sinners; and such sinners God brings to the light, in the doing of which His grace is made 
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manifest.  So they ask, “Shall we hide that grace by trying to fix our natures?  No, let us show that we are 
sinners, for the more our corruption becomes evident, the more the grace of God will become evident 

also.”  And it is to this that the catechism answers, in effect, “You forget one thing  the Christian is not 
only redeemed, but he is also renewed by Christ.”  Why would Christ renew those whom He has 
redeemed, if not that they should do good works?  That is the second necessity for doing good works.  
The fact is that by nature we are slaves of sin and corruption; and Jesus redeemed us from that slavery.   

In this we have the legal side of salvation.  Jesus removed our guilt, and thereby made us free men.  
Christ purchased us; He bought us to be free.  That is a finished work.  But, if that were the whole of our 
salvation, we would never come to do good works.  By nature we are the willing slaves of sin; and Christ 
does not simply free us so that He can come and tells us about it, and we may willingly accept this 
freedom.  If that were so, we would not be willing to leave the service of sin.  But Christ also renews us.  
He renews those whom He has redeemed.  The two are inseparably connected together.  No one can 
say, “I am redeemed,” who will not say also, “I am renewed.” That is a fact.   

Jesus, by the power of His Spirit enters into the hearts of the redeemed; and entering into their 
hearts, He renews them.  He creates in them the power to live a new life.  Therefore it is not that we are 
saved by grace and do not have to do good works; but rather, the necessity of our doing good works 
follows from our being saved by grace.   

These good works, however, do not have their root in us.  In a certain sense good works are ours.  
They are ours in that God gives them to us; but they are never ours in the sense that they have their 
root in us and we bring them to God.  As the Apostle expresses it in Ephesians 2:10, For we are his 
workmanship, created in Christ Jesus unto good works, which God hath before ordained that we should 
walk in them.  There you have the conception of good works, God ordained all their good works for His 
people.  He ordained good works for His people, and precisely what good works they should do.   

To be specific, God ordained that we should be here this morning. He ordained that we should be 
here this morning to worship, sing His praises and listen to His word.  That is not accidental, nor is it a 
matter of our own free will.  God ordained it.  As we are here now this morning, we were eternally to be 
so in His counsel.   

And even more, as God ordains good works for His people, so He prepares His people to walk in 
them.  That is what we read in Ephesians. He prepares His people through Christ.  Christ merited the 
privilege for His people to walk in good works.  He redeemed us by His blood so that we might do good 
works.  And not only did He merit the privilege for us to do good works, but He also by His Spirit renews 
us so that these good works are realized in us.  He renews us by His Spirit.  That is, He renews us unto 
righteousness, holiness, unto all that we need in order to do good works.  

And in this all Christ is exalted.  And what does He do?  Does He just sit still?  Does He work just 
once in us?  Does He regenerate us and thereafter sit still?  No, He works in us continually; and He works 
in us constantly.  And it is by virtue of that operation of Christ in His people that their minds and wills 
and desires are turned to righteousness and holiness so that they do good works.  It is as the Apostle 
expresses it, Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling. For it is God which worketh in you 
both to will and to do have his good pleasure, Phil 2:12,13.  And again in Gl 2:20: I am crucified with 
Christ: nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me.  And it is only because Christ lives in me, that I 
can do good works, as Christ Himself said, I am the vine, ye are the branches … for without me ye can do 
nothing, Jh 15:5.   

This cuts off all boasting, for the end of this truth is not that we go about talking about what we 
have done for God, and advertising how much we have done.  That is abominable.  The end of the 
gospel is that we boast in God; and when we receive the privilege to walk in good works, we get down 
on our knees and say, “Thank you, Lord, for the privilege of doing these good works.”  
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III. Their Fruit  

And finally, walking in good works bears fruit.  
You understand that, when the catechism speaks of our good works as gaining others for Christ, 

this is not meant in the Pelagian sense.  It stands to reason that in doing good works we let our light 
shine before men, but not in the Pelagian sense of the word.  Nor is it to put stars in the crown of Jesus, 
or to win men for Christ.  It does not mean that our good works can move others to accept Christ. That is 
not the meaning of the catechism when it says “that, by our godly conversation, others may be gained 
to Christ.”  

In the second place, it cannot mean that our good works can gain for Christ others than the elect.  
We must not expect that, if we do good works, the world by seeing these works will turn to Christ.  
Rather, to the contrary, the more we walk in good works, the more tribulation we will have.  The 
meaning is that by our good works the Lord uses us in winning other elect sinners. 

In the third place, it also means that we gain others for Christ, not just by our walk, but also by our 
talk, by our conversation.  

And, in the fourth place, it means that we don’t just go out into the public marketplace, but that we 
gain men for Christ in the immediate circle of life in which we live.  Don’t go on the public marketplace 
to bring people to Christ if you have not brought those to Christ that live in your immediate circle.  If you 
have not by your godly walk and conversation won your children for Christ, don’t turn instead to the 
public marketplace.   

So often it happens that those who are won for Christ by our godly walk and conversation are those 
who live the closest to us.  God at times uses the godly husband to win the ungodly wife, or the godly 
businessman to win his ungodly partner.  

In turn, with regard to the other fruit mentioned by the catechism, that of the Christian’s being 
“assured in himself of his faith, by the fruits thereof,” it does not mean that our faith comes to 
assurance in this way.  Our faith does not come to assurance by our good works; faith is the bond that 
binds us to Christ.  By that faith we are engrafted into Him; and upon this the assurance of our salvation 
depends.   

Now the catechism does tell us that “everyone may be assured in himself of his faith, by the fruits 
thereof.”  We do become assured of our faith in the way of good works, and in the way of sanctification; 
but note that it is not that faith comes to assurance by good works.  Faith needs no assurance; it is 

certain  it is “a certain knowledge.”  There is in reality no such thing as a weak faith; and faith does not 
become assured by good works.   

What the Catechism means to say is this:   

In the first place, by the fruits of faith I am assured that I have faith.  The question, do I have faith, is 
answered by my walk.   

How do we become assured that we are in the faith?  Some people are often troubled with the 
question of whether or not they are in the faith.  How is such a person to become assured of his faith?  
In the first place, by forgetting that question.  It’s not important.  And, in the second place, by walking 
spontaneously in the way of good works.  The natural man never does anything but sin, so that, if there 
appears in your life even the smallest fruit of good works, you have therein the evidence that you are in 
the faith.  And in the third place, when we speak of the fruit by which I may know that I have faith, we 
must be careful that the works we do are works of faith.  The fruits of faith are what we find in Gl 
5:22,23, love, joy, peace, longsuffering, gentleness, goodness, meekness, temperance; and it is not a 
question of how many good work you do, or how great your works are, but the very existence of these 
works is the evidence that we are in the faith.   
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Neither are good works a matter of what one does outwardly.  It is not, for example, a question of 
how much money one gives for a certain cause.  The question is merely whether these good works are 
the fruit of the Spirit. The fruit of faith is a walk in sanctification.  In one word, if there is the fruit of the 
love of God as manifested in sorrow for sin and the desire to be pleasing to God, you have proof that 
you are in the faith.  For that can never be anything but the fruit of grace.   

And finally, the fruit of faith is not the result of calculation.  We do not take inventory of our good 
works, and on the basis of what we find come to the assurance that we are in the faith.  But the answer 
that comes to you and me as to our being in the faith, comes spontaneously.  Spontaneously we receive 
the answer, if we walk in good works, we are in the faith; For as many as are led by the Spirit of God, 
they are the sons of God.  And that testimony of the Spirit we receive in the way of walking in good 
works.  

 


