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The topic of “good works” is very broad. There are many aspects of good works that can 

be discussed. Certain questions involving good works are: What exactly are good works? Who 

are able to perform good works? Who or what is the source of good works? What is the purpose 

of good works? Are good works meritorious? Are good works necessary? All of these are 

profitable questions about good works, and to them we must know the answers. 

In the following paragraphs, however, we will concentrate mainly on the first question: 

What are good works? In answering this question correctly, we will have to touch briefly on the 

other questions, but we will try to stick with the task of defining what good works are. 

One important truth that we must understand as we begin our discussion of good works, 

is that it is impossible for a person to be idle. We are always involved in performing an outward 

act with our body, speaking, seeing, hearing, tasting, touching, or smelling. And even if our body 

is not active, or we are not speaking, our mind is active. Never is there a time when we are not 

thinking, willing, planning, or desiring. Even when we are asleep, our mind continues to work. 

It is accurate to say that we are always working, even when our bodies are not physically 

involved. This is true in a spiritual sense. Every act we perform with our bodies, every word we 

speak, and every thought we have is a work. When Jesus hung motionless on the cross, He was 

actively involved in the most important work there was, loving the Father perfectly while 

suffering His eternal wrath for our sins. 

In a spiritual sense, all of our thoughts, words, and deeds are works. As children of God, 

there are two kinds of works which we perform. There are good works and there are evil works. 

There is no gray area between the two, or works that we may call neutral. Evil works are those 

works which we perform according to our old man of sin. They are works which are performed 

contrary to God’s standard of what a good work is. Good works are those works which we 

perform according to our new man in Christ. They are performed according to the standard of a 

good work established by God. 

The God-established standard of a good work we find recorded in His Word. A good 

summary of this three-fold standard is found in the Heidelberg Catechism, Lord’s Day 33, Q. & 

A. 91. Here the Catechism asks, “But what are good works? 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.” 

We can see from the Catechism’s definition that the standard for good works is spiritual 

and concerns inward matters of the heart. We must remember that all of our outward actions and 

all of our speech have their beginnings within us. Jesus explained this truth to his disciples, 

especially as it related to sinful activity in Mark 7:21-23 where we read, “For from within, out of 

the heart of men, proceed evil thoughts, adulteries, fornications, murders, thefts, covetousness, 

wickedness, deceit, lasciviousness, an evil eye, blasphemy, pride, foolishness: all these evil 

things come from within, and defile the man.” 

Therefore, when we discuss good works, we must speak of them as they originate in the 

heart. We must not concern ourselves merely with the outward actions or the audible words we 

speak. God judges the thoughts and the intents of our hearts. Remember Ananias and Sappira 

(Acts 5:1-11). From their outward actions and words it appeared as though they were performing 

a good work very pleasing in the eyes of God and of great benefit to the body of Christ. 
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However, after reading the passage, it becomes obvious that their seemingly good actions were 

motivated by hearts filled with deceit. And this is what Peter sets forth in his dealings with them. 

Peter’s response to Ananias (vs. 5) is this, “Why hast thou conceived this thing in thine heart? 

Thou hast not lied unto men, but unto God.” God looks deeply into our hearts and He judges 

every thought and intent. 

Let us take a closer look at the definition of good works given to us by the Catechism. 

First of all, in order for a work to be good, it must proceed from a “true faith.” Faith is a “certain 

knowledge” that all of God’s Word is truth. It is also an “assured confidence” in our hearts that 

our sins are forgiven, that we are righteous before God, and that all of our salvation is graciously 

given us from God only because of Christ’s work (Lord’s Day 7, Heidelberg Catechism). Faith is 

also the living bond which unites us to Christ. This aspect of faith is important in our discussion 

of good works, for we cannot perform good works unless we are ingrafted into Christ by a true 

faith. 

Christ is the source of every good work we perform. We read in Ephesians 2:10 that we 

are “created in Christ Jesus unto good works, which God hath before ordained that we should 

walk in them.” The ability to walk in good works is God’s gift to us in Christ. Our good works 

are really Christ’s work in and through us. It is only because we are connected to Christ by faith 

that we are able to do good in the eyes of God. 

It is important to note that all that which is not performed by faith is sin. Those who are 

not ingrafted into Christ by a true faith cannot perform good works. Christ is the source of every 

good work and no good thing is done apart from a living connection to Him. “Whatsoever is not 

of faith is sin” (Romans 14:23 b). 

Secondly, a work is good only if it is performed according to the law of God. This too 

concerns matters of the heart. While it may seem that this is merely an external requirement, we 

must remember that God forbids even the smallest thought within us that is contrary to any of 

His commandments. 

Thirdly, a work is good only if it is performed to the glory of God. Who can know this 

but God alone? It is Christ, and all those united by faith to Christ, who desires the glory of God. 

The Catechism is also careful to point out that works “founded on our imaginations, or 

the institutions of men” are not good. This is a very convicting phrase, for how quick we are to 

spend much time designing elaborate schemes of how we might bring honor to ourselves apart 

from God’s way for us. We very easily find ourselves sinfully setting up our own standard for 

what a good work is, and then praising ourselves that we have attained to that standard and that 

we are deserving of the praise of other men and of God. We may also be tempted to make up our 

own standard of good works based upon the sinful behavior of others. When we judge ourselves 

to have excelled that sinful behavior, we declare our works to be good and pleasing to God and 

we condemn the brother. The Catechism identifies this sinful behavior for what it is. 

There is more to be discussed in relation to how good works are performed. We must 

notice that all of our labors, even the most mundane, have a spiritual character to them, and they 

all must be done according to God’s will. We must see how it is that we know God’s will for us 

and how He gives us a particular station and calling in this life in which we are to perform His 

will in all good works. Finally, we will look at various examples of this from God’s Word and 

from our own lives. This we will discuss next time, Lord willing. 
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