Good Works Defined
Good works are deeds done in service to others prompted by love through faith.  The importance of good works is viewed differently by various church denominations.  Some churches view good works as an essential part of justification.  They believe that they have to earn God’s favor and their salvation.  As Lutherans, we believe that the message is very clear that we are not saved by good works.  The Apostle Paul tells us, “For by works of the law no human being will be justified in His sight…” (Romans 3:20).  Isaiah is a little more graphic, “all our [good works] are like a polluted garment” (Isaiah 64:6).  Works cannot earn salvation because it is a gift of God.  If eternal life were achieved by works, we would take pride in our successes or despair in our failures, and God’s gift of grace would be unnecessary.

When we think of good works, perhaps our minds go to when we have given generously of our financial resources, provided care for those in need, loved and helped our neighbors, or assisted the oppressed.  These expressions of faith along with other good works are likely what the Apostle Paul had in mind when he wrote, “For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand that we should walk in them” (Ephesians 2:10).   God has shaped us into His people who seek to honor and follow our Lord by loving and serving our neighbors.  Our good works are evidence of changed hearts.  Because of our relationship with Jesus, we seek opportunities to express our love and gratitude for Who He is and what He has done for us.  We do good works without any prodding, because we are eager to be of help to others.  When God works in and through us, we engage in a lifestyle of good works.  The good works are done unconsciously by God’s grace for God’s purposes.  
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Good Works Please God
Paul tells us that we are “created in Christ Jesus for good works.”  God delights in seeing us reflect His nature in the lives that we lead.  Jesus said, “Let your light shine before others, so that may see your good works and give glory to your Father Who is in heaven” (Matthew 5:16).  Our good works are meant to lead others to glorify God.  When the Holy Spirit dwells in us, we are prompted to do things that give God glory.  Our desire to please God grows as our understanding of Him and our faith in Him grow.  The desire to please God results in good works.

Abiding in Jesus, We Bear Fruit (Good Works)
Jesus used the analogy of fruit to speak about spiritual growth and good works.  Jesus calls us to live lives of abundant fruitfulness (good works).  The key to bearing fruit is found in the 15th chapter of John’s Gospel where Jesus tells us that He is the Vine and we the branches.  As the Vine provides nourishment to its branches, Jesus fills, sustains, and empowers us.  It is the connection we have with Jesus, the Vine, that makes our fruit possible.  Jesus said, “I am the Vine; you are the branches.  Whoever abides in Me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit…” (verse 5).  By God’s grace, we understand that, through our own power, we are unable to bear fruit.  Because it is Jesus Who enables us to be fruitful, we can bear fruit, more fruit, and much fruit in our lives, thus bringing glory to our Heavenly Father (verse 8).  

God’s Word refers to the connection between the vine and branches and our connection with Jesus as “abiding.”  Through His holy Word and Sacraments, Jesus abides in us, stays in us, and makes Himself at home with us.  Through His holy Word and Sacraments, we remain attached to Him and receive life and power from Him.  His life-giving Word abides in us, making us fruitful like healthy branches on a good vine.  If our connection with Jesus is severed, it is because we have caused the separation.  Jesus will “never leave [us] nor forsake [us]” (Hebrews 13:5).  
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The fruit that we bear is not only made possible by our abiding in Jesus, it indicates that we have been and are in union and communion with Jesus.  Our fruit is Jesus working in and through us.  Our fruit is seen as we share the Gospel with others and introduce neighbors, friends, and co-workers to Jesus.  Through faith we understand that our efforts to advance the Gospel are both a responsibility and privilege.  The more we “abide” in Jesus, the more we will share our time, talents, and money with God by serving and witnessing and giving to others.  Each and every day we are given opportunities to bear fruit.  Through faith, by God’s grace, we can be ready and willing to bear fruit, bringing glory to God through our faithful and fruitful lives.  

The Joy in Doing Good Works
God blesses us with different gifts that we can use in our service to others.  In 1 Peter 4:10 we read, “As each has received a gift, use it to serve one another, as good stewards of God’s varied grace.”  God works through us in serving others.  His gifts are not personal possessions but are meant to be used according to God’s will.  We are not saved by our good works, but we are saved to do good works. May we all experience the joy that comes from using our God-given gifts in service to others.
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Abound In
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“And God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that having all sufficiency in all things at all times, you may abound in every good work”
(2 Corinthians 9:8).
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