
“Of Good Works” 
(WCF 16:4-7) 

 
 
 
WCF 16.4  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 the duty they are bound to do.   
IV.  Is anyone able to do more than God requires?  No one is able to do what God requires, and 

certainly cannot go beyond it.   
A.  What does God require with regard to obedience?   

1.  He requires perfection:   
a.  “For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles in one point, he has become guilty of 

all” (James 2:10).   
b.  “For the wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23).   
c.  “Therefore you are to be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matt. 5:48).   
 

2.  This perfection must be in three areas:   
a.  According to the commandments (standard).   
b.  From a heart of perfect loving faith (motive).   
c.  For God’s glory alone and not our own (goal).   
d.  Failure in any of the three areas is to sin.   

 
B.  How does man measure up?   

1.  Can man do more than God requires?   
a.  Roman Catholicism believes it is possible.   
b.  They believe that Christians are capable of works of supererogation.   

(i)  “Supererogation (Late Lat. Supererogatio, payment beyond what is due or asked, from 
super, beyond, erogare, to pay out, expend, ex, out, rogare, to ask) is the performance 
of more than is asked for, the action of doing more than duty requires.”   

(ii)  “In the theology of the Roman Catholic Church, ‘works of supererogation’ (also called 
"acts of supererogation") are those which are performed beyond what is required by 
God.  For example, in 1 Corinthians 7, Paul says that while everyone is free to marry, it 
is better to refrain from marriage and remain celibate in order to better serve God” 
(Wikipedia, “Supererogation”).   

 
2.  What does the Bible say?   

a.  We cannot do more than required, because there is nothing greater than perfection.   
b.  Even perfect obedience is not praiseworthy, since it is our duty so to do:  “So you too, 

when you do all the things which are commanded you, say, ‘We are unworthy slaves; we 
have done only that which we ought to have done’” (Luke 17:10).   

c.  But we cannot even do this:  “For the flesh sets its desire against the Spirit, and the Spirit 
against the flesh; for these are in opposition to one another, so that you may not do the 
things that you please” (Gal. 5:17).   

 
WCF 16.5  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 



2 
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.   
V.  Are we able through our good works to earn forgiveness or eternal life?  Our good works, 

though motivated by a genuine love for God, cannot merit anything good.   
A.  Could we ever do anything well enough to earn a reward from God?   

1.  God does promise to reward us in heaven for the works we do, but this does not mean that our 
works deserve the reward.  Much less do our works deserve eternal life.   
a.  Eternal life is much greater than our works deserve.   

(i)  In some aspects, this blessing is of infinite value, e.g., communion with the infinite 
God.   

(ii)  Our works cannot earn perfection, endless life, perfect love and bliss, nor benefit God 
at all.   
(a)  “Can a vigorous man be of use to God, or a wise man be useful to himself?  Is there 

any pleasure to the Almighty if you are righteous, or profit if you make your ways 
perfect” (Job 22:2-3)?   

(b)  “If you are righteous, what do you give to Him, or what does He receive from your 
hand” (Job 35:7)?   

(c)  “For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast about, but not 
before God.  For what does the Scripture say?  ‘Abraham believed God, and it was 
credited to him as righteousness.’  Now to the one who works, his wage is not 
credited as a favor, but as what is due.  But to the one who does not work, but 
believes in Him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is credited as righteousness, just 
as David also speaks of the blessing on the man to whom God credits righteousness 
apart from works” (Rom. 4:2-6).   

 
b.  At best, we are finite, and can only render finite payment.   

 
2.  Neither can we pay our debt to God’s justice by our works.   

a.  Our debt is infinite:  Any sin we commit, though finite, is committed against an infinitely 
holy God and is therefore infinitely serious.   

b.  Again, since the best we can do is finite, our works could never pay what we owe.   
 

B.  If it is our duty to obey God perfectly anyway, how could our obedience earn anything?   
1.  We owe God perfect obedience; if we do not pay it, we are sinning.   
2.  To earn something from God, we would have to pay more than what we owe, which we have 

already seen is impossible.   
 
C.  What is our obedience really worth?   

1.  All our obedience is mixed with sin and therefore worse than worthless.   
a.  Apart from Christ, all we do is sin, as we’ll see below.   
b.  But even with God’s grace, our best works are polluted by our corruption.   

(i)  If they fall short in any way – matter, motive, goal – they are sinful and not acceptable 
to God.   

(ii)  This is exactly what they do.   
(a)  “For all of us have become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous deeds are 

like a filthy garment; and all of us wither like a leaf, and our iniquities, like the wind, 
take us away” (Isa. 64:6).   

(b)  “For the flesh sets its desire against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh; for 
these are in opposition to one another, so that you may not do the things that you 
please” (Gal. 5:17).   
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(c)  “If You, Lord, should mark iniquities, O Lord, who could stand” (Psalm 130:3)?   
(d)  Our works cannot endure God’s judgment.   
(e)  This should make us appreciate more the righteousness of Christ.   

 
2.  There is, however, some good in our works because of the Spirit’s influence.   

a.  Christians have a true love for God and desire to glorify Him because of the Spirit dwelling 
as an active principle in our hearts.   

b.  “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 
gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law” (Gal. 5:22-23).   

 
WCF 16.6  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 
unreprovable 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.   
VI.  If our best works are so imperfect and cannot pass God’s judgment, then why do them?  

Christ makes both us and our good works acceptable to God.   
A.  In Christ, the Father accepts us.   

1.  “He made Him who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf, so that we might become the 
righteousness of God in Him” (2 Cor. 5:21).   

2.  “Therefore there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 8:1).   
3.  “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, being justified as a gift by His grace 

through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 3:23-24).  
 
B.  In Christ, He also accepts our works.   

1.  Our works would never be acceptable as they come from us.  But seeing them in His Son – 
with the imperfection removed – He rewards what He sees of our sincerity.   
a.  “You also, as living stones, are being built up as a spiritual house for a holy priesthood, to 

offer up spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 2:5).   
b.  “But I have written very boldly to you on some points so as to remind you again, because 

of the grace that was given me from God, to be a minister of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles, 
ministering as a priest the gospel of God, so that my offering of the Gentiles may become 
acceptable, sanctified by the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 15:15-16).   

c.  “For God is not unjust so as to forget your work and the love which you have shown 
toward His name, in having ministered and in still ministering to the saints” (Heb. 6:10).   

d.  Christ’s atonement that cleanses our sins also washes the sins from our works.   
 

2.  God accepts our works because they are His work in us.   
a.  “Now the God of peace, who brought up from the dead the great Shepherd of the sheep 

through the blood of the eternal covenant, even Jesus our Lord, equip you in every good 
thing to do His will, working in us that which is pleasing in His sight, through Jesus Christ, 
to whom be the glory forever and ever” (Heb. 13:20-21).   

b.  “So then, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, but 
now much more in my absence, work out your salvation with fear and trembling; for it is 
God who is at work in you, both to will and to work for His good pleasure” (Phil. 2:12-13).   

 
WCF 16.7  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 
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make a man meet to receive grace from God.  And yet, their neglect of them is more sinful and 
displeasing unto God.   
VII.  Can an unbeliever do anything good?  Unbelievers cannot do anything pleasing or 

acceptable to God.   
A.  They may do outward good.   

1.  They may do what God commands.   
a.  “The Lord said to Jehu, ‘Because you have done well in executing what is right in My 

eyes, and have done to the house of Ahab according to all that was in My heart, your sons 
of the fourth generation shall sit on the throne of Israel.’  But Jehu was not careful to walk 
in the law of the Lord, the God of Israel, with all his heart; he did not depart from the sins 
of Jeroboam, which he made Israel sin” (2 Kings 10:30-31).   

b.  “It came about when Ahab heard these words, that he tore his clothes and put on sackcloth 
and fasted, and he lay in sackcloth and went about despondently.  Then the word of the 
Lord came to Elijah the Tishbite, saying, ‘Do you see how Ahab has humbled himself 
before Me?  Because he has humbled himself before Me, I will not bring the evil in his 
days, but I will bring the evil upon his house in his son's days’” (1 Kings 21:27-29).   

 
2.  These things may even be useful:   

a.  To themselves (see examples above).   
b.  To others:  “Some, to be sure, are preaching Christ even from envy and strife, but some 

also from good will; the latter do it out of love, knowing that I am appointed for the 
defense of the gospel; the former proclaim Christ out of selfish ambition rather than from 
pure motives, thinking to cause me distress in my imprisonment.  What then?  Only that in 
every way, whether in pretense or in truth, Christ is proclaimed; and in this I rejoice.  Yes, 
and I will rejoice” (Phil. 1:15-18).   

 
B.  But even these works do not please to God.   

1.  Because they do not do them in faith:  “And without faith it is impossible to please Him, for 
he who comes to God must believe that He is and that He is a rewarder of those who seek 
Him” (Heb. 11:6).   

2.  They do not do them in the right manner:   
a.  They do not do them out of love to God:  “And if I give all my possessions to feed the 

poor, and if I surrender my body to be burned, but do not have love, it profits me nothing” 
(1 Cor. 13:3).   

b.  Nor according to the right standard:  the Word of God.   
(i)  If what they do is according to the Word, it is usually not for that reason.   
(ii)  Perhaps they do if awakened, but even then they lack the other two or three elements.   

 
3.  They do not pursue the glory of God in their works (goal):  "So when you give to the poor, do 

not sound a trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, so 
that they may be honored by men.  Truly I say to you, they have their reward in full” (Matt. 
6:2).   

4.  These things are not pleasing to God and therefore do not move God to give them anything:  
“Then Haggai said, ‘So is this people.  And so is this nation before Me,’ declares the LORD, 
‘and so is every work of their hands; and what they offer there is unclean’” (Hag. 2:14).   

 
C.  Does it matter then whether unbelievers do good works at all?   

1.  What they do is displeasing to God because it is sin.   
2.  But not to do the outward good is even more sinful and displeasing to Him:  it is a more 

complete disobedience (cf. Matt. 25:41-45).   


