
 
 

WCF 16, Of Good Works 

 

Q: What is the relationship between “good works” and faith in Christ? 

Can faith be alone?   

James 2:24 You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone. 

  

Are works required? 

Galatians 3:25 But now that faith has come, we are no longer under a guardian, 

for in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith. 

 

How can works count? 

Isaiah 64:6a  We have all become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous deeds 

are like a polluted garment. 

 

1. Good works are only such as God hath commanded in His holy Word, and not such as, 
without the warrant thereof, are devised by men, out of blind zeal, or upon any pretence of good 
intention.  

Only God can give warrant to what is good. Obstacles: 

1. Blind zeal to those without ultimate authority:  (Mat. 15:6)  

2. Good Intention as substitute for careful obedience: (Deut. 12:8, 32; Josh. 1:7)  

2. These good works, done in obedience to God's commandments, are the fruits and evidences 
of a true and lively faith: and by them believers manifest their thankfulness, strengthen their 
assurance, edify their brethren, adorn the profession of the gospel, stop the mouths of the 
adversaries, and glorify God, whose workmanship they are, created in Christ Jesus thereunto, 
that, having their fruit unto holiness, they may have the end, eternal life.  

 A. The place of good works: 

Roman Catholic view:  Faith + Works = Justification  

(works necessary for justification) 

 

Antinomian view: Faith = Justification  

(works detached from our justification) 
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Reformed view:  Faith = Justification + Works  

(works accompany justification) 

 Caveat: Necessity of works does not mean works have intrinsic merit: 

Example of Joshua:  “Behold, I have taken your iniquity away from you, 

and I will clothe you with pure vestments.”  -Zech. 3:4 

B. The purposes of good works:  

Thankfulness- “the essence of Christian theology is grace, and the essence of 

Christian ethics is gratitude.” – G. C. Berkouwer 

Assurance- Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has 

passed away; behold, the new has come. – 2 Cor. 5:17 

Edification- In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may 
see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven. –Mat. 5:16 

Adorn/ Stop/ Glorify -For this is the will of God, that by doing good you should 

put to silence the ignorance of foolish people. -1 Peter 2:15 

C. The end of good works: 

…now that you have been set free from sin and have become slaves of God, the 

fruit you get leads to sanctification and its end, eternal life. –Rom. 6:22 

 

3. Their ability to do good works is not at all of themselves, but wholly from the Spirit of Christ. 
And that they may be enabled thereunto, beside the graces they have already received, there is 
required an actual influence of the same Holy Spirit to work in them to will, and to do, of His 
good pleasure: yet are they not hereupon to grow negligent, as if they were not bound to 
perform any duty unless upon a special motion of the Spirit; but they ought to be diligent in 
stirring up the grace of God that is in them.  

 

A. The ability to do good works is wholly from the Spirit of Christ: 

All have turned aside; together they have become worthless; no one does good, 

not even one. –Rom. 3:12 
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B. Good Works proceed from a synergistic effort of God and man: 

Therefore, my beloved, as you have always obeyed, so now, not only as in my 

presence but much more in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear 

and trembling, for it is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his good 

pleasure. –Phil. 2:12b-13 

Errors of Mongergism:   

Man Alone (Activism) “Just Do It!” 

God Alone (Quietism) “Let Go and Let God” 

C. Diligent Effort Required: 

…by which he has granted to us his precious and very great promises, so that 

through them you may become partakers of the divine nature, having escaped 

from the corruption that is in the world because of sinful desire. For this very 

reason, make every effort to supplement your faith with virtue, and virtue with 

knowledge,… -2 Peter 1:4b-5 

4. They who, in their obedience, attain to the greatest height which is possible in this life, are so 
far from being able to supererogate, and to do more than God requires, as that they fall short of 
much which in duty they are bound to do.  

Denial of excessive merit of good works: 

So you also, when you have done all that you were commanded, say, ‘We are 
unworthy servants; we have only done what was our duty.’ –Luke 17:10 

  

5. We cannot by our best works merit pardon of sin, or eternal life at the hand of God, by reason 
of the great disproportion that is between them and the glory to come; and the infinite distance 
that is between us and God, whom, by them, we can neither profit, nor satisfy for the debt of our 
former sins, but when we have done all we can, we have done but our duty, and are 
unprofitable servants: and because, as they are good, they proceed from His Spirit; and as they 
are wrought by us, they are defiled, and mixed with so much weakness and imperfection, that 
they cannot endure the severity of God's judgment.  
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Denial of intrinsic value of good works in quantity and quality: 

“…in moral terms, if we yield  all the righteousness that we can, and then measure that 

against what God requires, there is no net (profit).  We are always debtors who cannot 

possibly pay our debt.  The biblical view is that God is perfectly holy and righteous and 

He requires perfect holiness and righteousness from His creatures.  When we sin 

against God, our sin is against an infinitely good and infinitely great God.  As a result, 

our sin is infinitely heinous, and there is no possible way that we could ever pay the debt 

that we owe. …We suffer from moral hemophilia; if we are scratched morally we bleed to 

death.  Once we are required to be perfect and we have just one sin, what can ever be 

done to reach perfection?  Nothing.  …the only perfect person who has ever lived is 

Christ.  That is why we must depend upon His merit and His righteousness for our 

salvation.  -R. C. Sproul 

6. Notwithstanding, the persons of believers being accepted through Christ, their good works 
also are accepted in Him; not as though they were in this life wholly unblameable and 
unreproveable in God's sight; but that He, looking upon them in His Son, is pleased to accept 
and reward that which is sincere, although accompanied with many weaknesses and 
imperfections.  

Good works accepted “in Christ”: 

Now may the God of peace …equip you with everything good that you may do 

his will, working in us that which is pleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ, to 

whom be glory forever and ever. Amen.  -Heb. 13:21-22 

We are accepted in Christ, mixed motives and weaknesses included.  By grace 

alone, that which was impossible is now possible. 

 

7. Works done by unregenerate men, although for the matter of them they may be things which 
God commands; and of good use both to themselves and others: yet, because they proceed not 
from an heart purified by faith; nor are done in a right manner,according to the Word; nor to a 
right end, the glory of God, they are therefore sinful, and cannot please God, or make a man 
meet to receive grace from God: and yet, their neglect of them is more sinful and displeasing 
unto God.  

“Splendid Sins” 


