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THE PROOF TEXTS OF THE CATECHISM WITH 
A PRACTICAL COMMENTARY. 

THE THIRD ARTICLE. 
(Contintietl.) 

GooD W oR~rn. 

Advisedly tho Catechism asks: "What is a good work in 
God's sight?" Works that appear great and good in tho sight 
of men, in the sight of God may be nothing but "shining 
vices." Such are all so-called good works of unbelievers, Hobr. 
11, 6; Rom. 14, 23. Augustine's dictum, "Omnis infidelium, 
vita peccatum est," expresses a deep theological truth. 
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The Catechism answers the question: "\Vhat is a good 
work in the sight of God r' thus: 1. The sii"bject of good works 
is a child of God, John 15, 5. 2. The source is faith, John 
15, 5. 3. The rule is the '1.'cn Omnmandments, Matt. 15, 9. 
4. The purpose or a,irn: a) the glory of Goel, 1 Cor. 10, 31; 
b) the benefit of the neighbor, 1 Pet. ,1, 10. 

J olm 15, 5 : I arn the V inc, ye arc the branches: II e that 
abicleth in me, and I in hirn, the same brin,r;cth forth much 

fruit; for without me ye can do nothing. 

Tho purpose of this text is to prove that only "a ch,ild of 
God" can do good works. -The passage is taken from our 
Lord's :Farewell Address. Ho speaks to His disciples, to Chris­
tians: "I am, the "Vine, ye arc the branches." Between them 
and Him there is a relation as intimate as that between the 
vine and its branches. A striking similitude this, since Pales­
tine abounded in vineyards, a similitude that frequently oc­
curs in tho Old Testament (Is. 5, 1-7; Ps. 80, 8-16; J er. 
2, 21, ct al.), hence was familiar to Jewish people, the new 
application of which would readily find lodgment in the minds 
of His disciples. 

In order to get the full force of v. 5, the preceding verses, 
1-,'1, should be read. "I am the true Vine," -f; ('i11rrdo<; 1 (lkl)-
0-o,1, i. c., I am the real, the gcnu-inc Vine. J really and truly 
give what is omblematically represented hy a vino. As tlw 
vino imparts life and nourishment to all the branches, large 
and small, so you, my disciples, have received, and still receive, 
life from rno. How did this intimato relation come about? 
The husbandman, my Father, v. 1-, has grafted you in me. 
I3y what means? Through the \Vord: "Now yo arc clean 
through the Word which I have spoken unto yon," v. 3. 
Through tho Word ye have come to faith in me, through it 
ye are cleansed, ye have forgiveness of sins, 1 John 1, 7. Ye 
are in mo, now "abide in me," v. 4. Remain united to me 
by a living faith, and ye can and wiH bring forth "fruit," v. 2, 
"more fruit," v. 2, "much fruit," v. 5. 
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In v. 5 the Lord emphatically repeats the thoughts of 
tho preceding paragraph. "I am the V-ine, ye are the branches." 
What follows from this~ "Ile that abideth in rne, and I in 
him, the sanw" - ouroc; = he and no other - "bringelh forth 
m·uch fruit." The branch, cut from the vine, is severed from 
the source of its strength and nourishment; it mnst die. .T ust 
so only he who is united by a living faith to Christ can bear 
fruit, can be productive of good works. "As the branch can­
not bear fruit of itself, except it abide in tho vino, no more 
can ye, except ye abide in me," v. ,t "Without me," 7.w/1ic; l11ou, 
separate from mo, "ye," my disciples, "can do nothing," ab­
solutely nothing that is pleasing to God. Capacity, capability, 
to perform good works comes from Christ. .,,-

Tho text is rich in truths pertinent to tho locus in hand. 
vVe shall tabulate tho most important. 

1. Chrisl-ians only can do good worlcs. This is shown 
above. They only are "His workmanship created in Christ 
Jesus unto good works," Eph. 2, 10. 

2. Christians do goocl works, they bring forth "fruit," 
"more fruit," "much fruit," vv. 1-5. The righteous is like 
a tree planted hy the rivers of water that bringeth forth his 
fruit in his season, Ps. l, 3; cf. Acts 9, 3G; Rom. 1G, 12; 
Matt. 25, 35 ff.; .T ohn 5, 28. 29. 

3. Good works flow from faith as their source. "The 
same," ouroc;, he and no other, sc., "that abideth ·in me, and 
I in h·irn, br-ingeth forth m'Uch fr'Uit." 01ily they "which have 
believecl in Go<l" arc an<l can be exhorted to he "careful to 
maintain good works," Tit. 3, 8; 1 Pct. 2, 12; 1 Thoss. 4, 3; 
Eph. 2, 10. 

4. Good works are performed only in the power of Christ, 
of Goel. "Abide in me" - "tho same" - "withont me yo can 
do nothing.'-' Christ, God, is tho Author of good works; the 
Christians are bnt tho instruments through which Ilo performs 
thorn. "It is God that workoth in you both to will and to do 
according to His good pleasure," Phil. 2, 13; cf. Hom. lG, 12; 
15, 19; 2 Cor. 3, 5. -Tho Christian is not a. clock, which, 

/ 
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if wound up, runs for a certain length of time. He is rather 
an electric light, which shines so long as the power is turned 
on. Shut it off, and all is darkness. The "power" of tho 
Christian life is Christ, faith in Christ, abiding in Him. 
"Without rne," separated from me, and the result is~ "Ye," 
rny disciples, "can do -nothing." Hence, all ho11or and praise 
for these good works belong to Christ. 

5. Goocl works are not laborious productions, but "fruits." 
As it is natural for a good tree to bring forth good fruits, so 
it is self-evident that a Christian through his intimate con­
nection with Christ should produce "fruit." Of. Gal. 5, 22; 
:Matt. VJ, 8. 23. - But we must observe that the Catechism 
says a good work in tho sight of God is "whatever a child of 
God does, speaks, or thinks ,in faith," etc. Tho Christian is, 
as it were, a composite being, part spi{·it, part flesh. And 
"tho flesh lusteth against tho spirit, and tho spirit against the 
flesh; and these are contrary, the one to the other, so that yo 
cannot do tho things that ye would," Gal. 5, 17. To tho 
Romans, St. Paul writes: "I know that in mo ( that is, in my 
flesh,) dwolloth no good thing." Hence it comes about that 
"tho good that I would I do. not, but tho evil which I would 
not, that I do." But tho Christian can say: "It is no more 
I that do it, but sin that dwelleth in mo." Of. Rom. 7, 17-19. 
·whatever comes from tho flesh is sinful. Perfect sinlessness 
is unattainable in this life, 1 J olm 1, 8. In the Christian 
there is a constant warfare between tho flesh and tho spirit; 
but tho spirit dominates in him, GaL 5, 24,. 

6. The means through which Goel operates in the Chris­
tians is the "living W orcl," 1 Pet. 1, 23. This truth can be 
gathered from our text also. Tho exhortation is: "Abide in 
me." When do we abide in Him? "If ye abide in me, and 
my words abide in you," etc., v. 7. Tit. 2, 11. 14. 

7. Since only "the same" who abides in Christ Jesus can 
1 do good works, since "without me," as Christ says, even "ye," 

m~ disciples, "can do nothing," v. 5, and since persons must 
be · "created in Christ Jesus unto good works," Eph. 2, 1 O, 
it is plain that 1.mbclievers cannot do good works. The ap-
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parently good works of unbelievers are cori1parable to the wrig·­
gling of a dead frog whose body is connected with an electric 
battery. The frog goes through all the motions of one seem­
ingly alive, but still. he is nothing but a dead frog. Fiat ap-

l plicalio. The so-called good works of unbelievers aro but cari­
catures of the truly good works of Christians. 

"Although nature is able in soni'e sort to do the outward 
work ( for it is able to keep the hands from theft and mu'rder), 
yet it cannot work the inward motions, such as the fear of God, 
trust in God, chastity, patience," etc. ( 11ugsburg Oonf., 
Art. 28.) . 

:Matt. 15, (): In vain they do worship me, teaching fo1' 
doctrines lhe cornrnandments o/ nwn. 

The "cornrnandments of rnen" to which the Lord here 
refers arc "the traditions of the elders," v. 1. These consisted 
of explanations, applications, and additions to the Law of God 
made hy learned expounders of tho Scriptures among the Jewish 
people. Begun at about the time of J~zra, they accumulated 
as the

1 

years wont by. Transmitted at first by word of mouth 
from generation to generation, they were finally co11ectcd in 
what is known as tho Jewish Talmud. These "traditions of 
the elders," man-made precepts, the scribes and Pharisees 
taught, must be punctiliously observed, being equal in author­
ity with the Law of God itself; aye, if the traditions and tho 
written Word of God clashed, those traditions took precedence 
of the Word of God: the traditions must 1Je kept, the Word 
of God disregarded. 

Christ tells these blind leaders of the blind that their tra­
ditions were hut "cornrnandrnents of rnen" which His disciples 
must not keep (cf. vv. 1. 0); that because of the traditions of 
men they transgressed the commandment of Goel, v. 3, hence 
sinned, against God. By means of a concrete example, the 
Fourth Commandment, He proves that their traditions made 
"the commandment of God of none effect," null and void, 
vv. 4-G. Hence, their whole religion - what was it? - hyp­
ocrisy. 
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With words of stinging rebuke borrowed from the prophet 
Isaiah, the Lord deals a crushing blow to the hypocritical tra­
ditionalists of that day and ours: "Ye hypocrites, well did 
Esaias prophesy of you, saying: This people draweth nigh 
unto me with their mouth, and horiorcth me with their lips; 
but their heart is far from me. But in vain they do worship 
me, teaching for doctrines the commandments of men." Teach­
ing commandments of men as binding as the doctrines of God 
is a lip and mouth service, a vain worship. 

How strongly the Lord expresses the truth: the only works 
that please Him arc such as He Himself has commanded! The 
only rule of works pleasing in His sight is the Decalogue; 

The Pharisee was the Roman Catholic of that time. The 
Roman Catholic Church to-day makes the Word of God of 
none effect by her numberless traditions respecting fasts, holi­
days, pilgrimages, legends of saints, etc. 

1 Cor. 10, 31: Whether, therefore, ye eat, or drink, or 
whatsoever ye do, do all to the glory of Goel. 

Good works, this passage teaches, should have for their 
aim the glory of God. A Christian serves the Lord also ,vhcn 
he cats and drinks and rests. He lives unto the Lord and dies 
unto tho Lord. Sanctification includes the entire life of a 
Christian. - "Magnum axioma!" says Bengel of the present 
passage. Indeed, a great axiom this: Do all to tho glory of 
God.-Soe :Matt. 5, 16. 

~ Pct. 4, 10: As every man hath received the gift, even 
so minister the same one to another as good stewards of the 
man if old grace of Goel. 

In the section from which this text is taken, Peter ad­
monishes tho members of tho congregation to he faithful in 
the discharge of their dntios. Tho various gifts which God 
has distributed among the Christians shall be used for the 
benefit of each other and one another. -The translation: "As 
every man hath received the gift" is inadequate since tho definite 
article "the" is wanting in the original. The apostle says: 
"As every one has received a gift." Gift, xdptai1a, is a gift 
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of grace, a gift of tho Spirit. "As every one has rocoivod the 
gift" might give rise to tho thought that there is but one 
certain, ddi.ni to gift i)i1:cndcd hero which all Christians share 
alike. What tho apostle does say is this: Tho grace of God is 
manifold; all Christians have gifts, gifts of grace; each Chris­
tian has a special gift. Tho one can teach, the other exhort, 
a third, rule, etc. Of. Rom. 12, G-!). 1\gain, in tho congre­
gation there are various offices for which certain members have 
been elected on account of their fitness. These gifts which tho 
Christians have received they arc to uso for tho benefit of all. 
Tho special gift which 0110 Christian has received before others 
ho is not to pnt in a napkin. Ho is to romombor: it is a gift; 
God has given it to him for a special purpose. Ho is to uso 
it, not for his own person only, but for tho good of others, for 
the benefit of the whole congregation. -The truth expressed 
by the apostle is: You have received a gift; the exhortation 
is: "Minister the same," tho gift, "one to another." Upon this 
thought all stress lies hero: Be faithful in tho use of the gift 
you have receiYcd, so that others may be benefited' thereby and 
the congregation be edified. -Tho next clause intensifies this 
thought. "Minister the gift one to another," says the apostle, 
"as good stewards of the man,ifold grace of Goel." 'rho empha­
sis lies on the word "good." God is the Lord, the Christians 
arc but "stewards." Tho Lord will one day, "at the end of 
all things," v. 7, demand: "Render account of thy steward­
ship," Luke lG. This tho Christians are to hoar in mind and 
be good, i. e., faithful, stewards of the manifold grace of God. 
-Next, the apostle enumerates two gifts: 1. "If any man 
spealc"; 2. "if any man minister," and again inculcates faith­
fulness in speaking and in ministering, v. lla. Thon ho ad­
duces the ultimate end of his exhortation: "That God in all 
things may be glorified through ,J osus Christ," etc., v. 11 b. 
Thus the text yields two points relevant to the doctrine under 
discussion: Good works should be performed a) for tho benefit 
of the neighbor, b) for tho glory of God. 

Springfield, Ill. Louis WESSEL. 
(To be continued.) 


