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Lord’s Day 33 

The Essence of Good Works 

Rev. Herman Hoeksema 

 

Q.88.  Of how many parts doth the true conversion of man consist? 

A. Of two parts; of the mortification of the old, and the quickening of the new man. 

Q.89. What is the mortification of the old man? 

A. It is a sincere sorrow of heart, that we have provoked God by our sins, and more and 
more to hate and flee from them. 

Q.90. What is the quickening of the new man?  

A. It is a since joy of heart in God, through Christ, and with love and delight to live according 
to the will of God in all good works. 

Q.91. But what are good works?  

A. Only those which proceed from a true faith, are performed according to the law of God, 
and to his glory; and not such as are founded on our imaginations, or the institutions of men. 

Introduction 

This is the concluding question and answer in the Lord’s Day that treats the true conversion of man. 
We have seen that true conversion, in distinction from false conversion, from counterfeit conversion, is 
characterized, in the first place, by being a spiritual-ethical inner change of the whole man.  It is a 
turning about, not merely in the outward walk and manifestation of life, but it is a change, a spiritual-
ethical change, of the whole man.  In the second place, we see that the true conversion of man, in 
distinction from false conversion, is characterized by the fact that it is not man’s work, but from 
beginning to end the work of God.  When God turns us we turn. When He changes the direction in which 
we are traveling, we travel in a different direction.  It is true that the demand of conversion comes to 
every man; no man may walk in sin and corruption; no man may be unconverted; no man has the right 
to walk in an unconverted way.  But that does not mean that the ability to convert follows from that 
demand.  The demand is upon us; but nevertheless it is the work of God.  God turns us, and then we are 
turned.  Then we hate sin and corruption, and we desire to be pleasing to God.   

For that reason true conversion has a two-fold aspect, as long as we are not perfect.  These are the 
aspects of the killing of the old man, and the quickening of the new man, so that in the process of 
conversion there is in the Christian no testimony of perfection; but there is, in the process, the 
antithetical testimony that there is in the Christian the ever-growing desire to be rid of sin, and to flee 
from it, and an ever-growing desire to be pleasing to God.  And, as far as the manifestation of 
conversion is concerned, this often reveals itself to us as being retrogressive, rather than progressive.  
The reason for this is that, in the process of conversion, we more and more come to see our sin, and 
that sin becomes active.  And, because we actually sin more, nevertheless conversion reveals itself in 
approving the things that are of God, and walking in them.   

So we come to the question, what are good works?  To which the catechism gives a three-fold 
answer.  In the first place, as to the standard by which they must be judged, they must be judged 
according to the law of God.  In the second place, as to their motive and purpose, they must be done to 
the glory of God.  And in the third place, as to their deepest root, they must proceed from faith.   
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Theme: The Essence of Good Works 

1. Their Objective Standard 
2. Their Inner Motive and Purpose 
3. Their Deepest Spiritual Root 

 

1. Their Objective Standard 

But we must, first of all, place ourselves before the question, what is really a work of man? Not, 
what is a good work, what really constitutes a work of man?   

We are so easily inclined to look upon the outward act, upon that which we see with our eyes and 
call the work of a man, without looking any deeper and seeing what lies back of that outward act, what 
lies at the bottom of that work.  A man gives a certain sum of money to the church, or to some 
institution, or someone risks his life to save another from drowning, and we look upon that outward 
manifestation, upon that outward act, as being a good work; and we do not look any deeper to see what 
lies behind that work.  We are inclined to have a superficial conception of good works in which there are 
many good works, and we understand the theory that speaks of, ‘the good works of the natural man.’  
But that is not true.  It is not a proper way of answering the question, what is a work of man?  There is 
much more to a work of man.  

To the works of man belongs not only the movement of the hands and the feet, the outward 
movement by which a man’s works are brought to manifestation.  Back of this outward movement lays 
the movement of the mind, of the will and the heart.  When a man gives a million dollars away, he not 
only gives it outwardly, but he has been thinking, willing and desiring, all of which we do not see. That is 
not published in the papers; yet what is in his mind and will and heart belongs to his work.  It is in fact an 
essential part of his work.  And therefore, when we speak of the work of man, we must speak of it as 
God sees it.  And God does not merely see what we see.  He does not merely see the outward act; but 
He penetrates to the very beginning, to the very source of the work of a man, which is in the heart.  And 
a good work is a work that, in the sight of God, is good to its very core.  That is a good work.  And 
likewise, an evil work is a work that is corrupt in the sight of God.  For example, a man jumps after a 
child that is drowning; and that outward act is in harmony with God’s law.  But if that man is thinking ‘I 
am going to show what I can do,’ it is hypocrisy.  It does not mean that he shouldn’t have jumped after 

that drowning child  as it has been said that we teach, that is not true  he must jump after that child.  
If he doesn’t, he sins.  The point is, however, that he sins whether he jumps after that child or not; he 
either instance he sins.  You must understand that outwardly good works may well be corrupt in the 
sight of God.  Only that is a good work that in the sight of God is good to its very root.  All that is not 
good to its very root is evil in the sight of God.  

Now the catechism says that good works must be in harmony with God’s law.  They must be in 
harmony with the law of God in as much as this law governs the inner motives from which good works 
must be done, which is from the motive of the love of God.  All that is not rooted in that love of God is 
not good.   

In the second place, it means that the outward manifestation of our good works must be in 
harmony with what is expressed in the law of God, that is, with the whole word of God.  The law of God 
is the objective criterion, the standard, for our good works, and excludes everything that we may put 
down as a standard of good works.  This means that the Christian is to submit his own will as to what is 
good and evil to the will of God.   

This the world never does. The world does not ask what the will of God is, but asks, does it pay?  If 
it pays to live in harmony with God’s law, the world may do so, but otherwise it does not.  If it pays to be 
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honest, the world tries to be honest; otherwise it is not.  If it pays not to work on Sunday, the world 
does not work on Sunday.  The world asks, is it good for me, regardless of whether it is in harmony with 
God’s law or not.   

Good works are those that are in harmony with God’s law. The deep principle lying at the bottom 
of the fact that the law of God must be the standard for good works is that God only can say what is 
good; He only can determine what is good.  We cannot determine what is good, so that anything that 
has its root in our own mind, in our own will and in our own heart, and is not in harmony with the law of 
God, cannot be the criterion for good works.   

That is even true of the conscience.  It is sometimes said that we may not sin against the 
conscience; but that is not necessarily so.  It depends on whether the conscience is in harmony with the 
law of God.  Our conscience is corrupt.  Paul’s conscience was so corrupt that he thought he was doing a 
good work when he persecuted the Christians.  If our conscience dictates that a thing is good, while the 
word of God plainly teaches that it is not, then the conscience must be converted.   All false mysticism 
and all legislation of men cannot be the standard for good works.  Take prohibition and women’s 
suffrage, they are institutions of man; and we set the word of God aside, and go ahead with these 
things.  But only the word of God can be the standard for good works.  

2. Their Inner Motive and Purpose 

And then, in addition, all the works of men must not only have the standard of the law of God by 
which their quality must be judged, but they must also have a proper motive and purpose.   

When a man does something, he has an end in view; he has a motive and a purpose.  And his 
motive and purpose are closely related.  Everything a man does has a purpose; and that purpose which 
we have in view, we can distinguish between the approximate or near purpose, and the ultimate 
purpose which we have in mind.  When we go to the shop, we have in mind to earn a little money.  We 
do not go to the shop just to be there.  We have a reason for going to the shop; we go the shop to earn a 
little money.  That is our near purpose.  But we also have a more ultimate purpose, namely, to support 
our families and the cause of God’s kingdom.  But the Christian has a more ultimate purpose; and that 
purpose is that God may be glorified.  We go to the shop not to sing psalms, but we go there to work.  
We go there to support our families and the church and the cause of God’s kingdom; but through it all 
our ultimate purpose is to glorify God.   

It is here that the world falls away entirely. The world may do many good works, but it never steps 
out of the limelight in order to give God the glory.   

We can classify all works into two classes. In the first place, there are the works that have their 
ultimate purpose in man. And, in the second place, there are the works that have their ultimate purpose 
in God.   And it may be said that all that do not have this latter purpose in the glory of God are evil.  No 
matter how nice they are outwardly, if they do not have their purpose in the glory of God, they are sin.   

The meaning of sin in Scripture, is ‘a missing of the mark;’ and as often as our works miss the mark, 
they are sin.  If I want to go to New York, and I take a train to Yellowstone Park, it would be foolish to say 
after I get there, “It was a nice train ride anyway.”  The fact is that I missed the mark.  And so it is with 
the work of men.  The ultimate end of the good works, of the individual and of men generally, and of the 
world, is man; and it is a missing of the mark.  It is sin.  It is corruption.  And it is still more corrupt for the 
church to say that it isn’t so, and even more corrupt to say that missing the mark is common grace.   

The purpose of our good works must be the glory of God.  God created all things in order that they 
should radiate His glory.  This glory of God radiates in all creation; and God created man in order that he 
should be a conscious reflection of His glory.  He created a conscious creature in order that His glory 
might radiate in the creation, and that this conscious creature should declare it.  That was God’s 



 189 

purpose.  Otherwise we miss the mark.  God made all things for His names sake; and, if man does not do 
all things for the glory of God, he sins.  

3. Their Deepest Spiritual Root 

Our good works must be rooted in faith.  Whatsoever is not of faith is sin; and you must not twist 
that word around.   

If our works do not proceed from faith, they are not good works.  Why?  Because our works 
proceed from the heart?  No, for the works of the world also proceed from the heart.  The difference 
between the works of the Christian and those of the world is not that the works of the Christian proceed 
from the heart and those of the world are external.  The difference is that good works must proceed 
from Christ; and all that proceed from us are corrupt.   

We can only bring forth corrupt works because our nature is corrupt,.  The natural man is carnal.  
He is subject to sin.  He is not subject to the will of God, and cannot be.  When he labors and  works, God 
is not in all his mind.  The mark of the natural mind is man; and when man is the mark it is corrupt.  
When the world extols its great men, it becomes plainly manifest that it misses the mark.  God is not in 
all their mind.   

Our good works must be to the glory of God; and they must be rooted in faith.  Faith is the spiritual 
tie that unites us with Christ.  Faith is the tie by which we are engrafted into Christ, and by which we 
appropriate Him and all that is in Him.  Faith is the channel by which we receive all that makes us as 
pleasing to God.  Without faith, we cannot please God; for only that which proceeds from Christ through 
faith is good.  We, in the last analysis, do not bear fruit, but Christ bears fruit through us.  And because 
good works cannot grow on our corrupt root but only on the root of Christ, therefore they must proceed 
from faith.  You can picture it as nice as you wish, but because the world never does anything that arises 
out of Christ through faith, its works are without exception corrupt.  All that is not of faith is sin. 

So the catechism, in answer to the question, what are good works, answers that only those are 
good works which proceed from a true faith, which are performed according to the law of God, and 
which are done to His glory.   

We therefore conclude, in the first place, that it is surely not difficult for the Christian to maintain 
the confession that by nature we do not do good works.  It is not difficult for the Christian to understand 
that by nature we are incapable of doing any good works, and inclined to all evil.   

In the second place, we conclude that there is in us but a small beginning of doing good works.  
How little we live from faith, how little we find in us of the love of God, which the law demands as the 
criterion for our good works.  How little we labor from the conscious motive of the glory of God.  And so 
the conclusion is that our daily prayer will be, God be merciful to me a sinner.  The conclusion will be, O 
wretched man that I am! who shall deliver me from the body of this death? And then the final conclusion 
will be, I thank God through Jesus Christ our Lord.    

 


