The 16th Sunday after Pentecost [Proper 22 (a)]
October 2, 2011

Isaiah 5:1–7; Matthew 21:33–46 
Philippians 3:4b–14

If anyone else has a mind to put confidence in the flesh, I far more: 5 circumcised the eighth day, of the nation of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the Law, a Pharisee; 6 as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to the righteousness which is in the Law, found blameless. 7 But whatever things were gain to me, those things I have counted as loss for the sake of Christ. 8 More than that, I count all things to be loss in view of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them but rubbish so that I may gain Christ, 9 and may be found in Him, not having a righteousness of my own derived from the Law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness which comes from God on the basis of faith, 10 that I may know Him and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His death; 11 in order that I may attain to the resurrection from the dead. 12 Not that I have already obtained it or have already become perfect, but I press on so that I may lay hold of that for which also I was laid hold of by Christ Jesus. 13 Brethren, I do not regard myself as having laid hold of it yet; but one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and reaching forward to what lies ahead, 14 I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
Good works—what are we to think of good works?

We know that our world has great respect for good works, for a person helping his neighbor and treating others with respect.

If we want to know what our world thinks of good works, we only need to think back to the final episode of Seinfeld.  Everyone watched that episode, they say—one of the most watched shows in the history of television.  So it is in some way a reflection of how our world looks at things, or else the national audience wouldn’t have tuned in. 

In that last episode, we got a glimpse of how our world looks at good works.  The main characters, Jerry, George, Elaine, and Kramer were on trial for breaking the so-called Good-Samaritan law, a law requiring that, when someone is danger, if you are able, you help.

Jerry, George, Elaine, and Kramer had watched a man being robbed, and instead of helping, they stayed back, took pictures, and made jokes about the victim.

So now they are on trial.  And that shows us something about how even our world looks at good works—you are supposed to help someone, when you’re able.  As the trial proceeded and witnesses were called, the TV audience all got to recount their lives with them.  The audience saw clips from past episodes showing how Jerry, George, Elaine, and Kramer had been living a life that included such things as stealing bread from an old lady, laughing at a bubble-boy, lying to get jobs, despising marriage, and all sorts of other things that showed these main characters caring about nothing but themselves and their own amusement, while never showing care and love to neighbor.

These sad but funny lives—totally devoid of any love, of any good works.  The fact that almost everyone in America laughed at their pathetic lives shows, at least, that our world does have a sense of what good works are, and considers a life without good works to be something of shame, something to be laughed at.


Everyone does have a sense of good works, of works to take care of neighbor, to show mercy, to give love.  The Law is written on our hearts, on everyone’s heart, so that when we see that we ourselves fall short of love of neighbor, we feel shame.

So what is the place of good works in our lives?  Are good works necessary for us to be saved?  Can we be saved without good works, as if works mattered not at all?

Back at that time of the Reformation, this question was brought to the church.  Luther and the other pastors had been teaching how a sinner is justified by faith in the righteousness of Jesus Christ alone, without any merit or worthiness in our own righteousness or works at all.  Christ alone, faith alone, grace alone—no works.

Then, if good works do not cause the justification of the sinner before God, and if good works do not add anything to justification—for how we can add anything to the blood of Christ?—then are good works even necessary?

Yet, some teachers were holding that good works were necessary for salvation, since, after all, good works are commanded by God—that’s the Ten Commandments—even if these good works are not precisely necessary for salvation itself; maybe it’s necessary for the justified sinner to do good works in order to sustain salvation.  So, although salvation itself is by pure grace, yet this salvation must be maintained by doing good works.

In answer to this, then came another teaching—and this gets to the point of  the big argument in the church—that not only are good works not necessary for salvation, for after all, the Apostle Paul says precisely that in Ephesians 2, but since they cannot be considered necessary for salvation, then good works would even be harmful to salvation.

If that is true, then we might as well all join the cast of the Seinfeld show: make fun of the bubble boy, steal the bread from the old lady, lie to get a job; why not, since good works toward neighbor are not necessary anyway?


Are good works not necessary for salvation?  Or, are they necessary to maintain salvation?  Or, are they even harmful to salvation, since the sinner is justified by faith in the righteousness of Jesus alone?

To bring a clear answer this question, one of the texts of Scripture that  the church turned to was the text we have in front of us this morning from Philippians 3, where the Apostle Paul writes to the church with this:

If anyone else has a mind to put confidence in the flesh, I far more: 5 circumcised the eighth day, of the nation of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the Law, a Pharisee; 6 as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to the righteousness which is in the Law, found blameless. 7 But whatever things were gain to me, those things I have counted as loss for the sake of Christ. 8 More than that, I count all things to be loss in view of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them but rubbish so that I may gain Christ, 9 and may be found in Him, not having a righteousness of my own derived from the Law, but that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness which comes from God on the basis of faith. 
As he stands before God and before the church, Paul wants to have no confidence in his flesh.  If that were the game, to prove what you possess according to the flesh, then Paul says he can play that game.  He lists all the things he can claim to himself, ending with this: as to the righteousness of the Law, I am found blameless.  But then three times Paul says, I count is as loss.  It doesn’t count, it doesn’t add up, it is of no benefit to me—I count it all as loss.  Why?  So that, says Paul, I can be done with the righteousness of the Law, with counting on my works of the flesh, and I can, finally, have the righteousness of my own which comes not from the Law, but from the opposite, the righteousness of Christ Jesus, the righteousness that depends on faith. [Philippians 3:9]

Well, Paul could not be more clear.  He wants to have no confidence in his own righteousness, only in righteousness of Christ Jesus.  He wants to count the things of the flesh as nothing but rubbish, holding only to faith in Christ Jesus as worthwhile.

So, Paul, Are good works rubbish?  They are not necessary for justification—that comes by the word of the Gospel—so how are we to consider them?

Good works do not pertain to the Article of Justification, that Paul could not speak more clearly.

And that is good.  It is necessary for us.  As we come to our Lord’s table to receive his Body and Blood, we must know that we come with no righteousness of our own, and we are not there because we piled up good works.  As we anticipate standing before our Lord on the Last Day, we must know that we will stand there with no attempt to hand God our own good works, as if we could in any way merit salvation, but we stand before him in the righteousness of Christ Jesus alone.  Anything else than this is not of faith.


So what do we do with good works?  Would Paul just have us going through life like those Seinfeld characters, laughing at those who hurt, lying when it seemed to help, and always too busy amusing ourselves to think of our neighbor?

Of course not, and when we read the rest of Paul’s letter we can quickly see how he rejoiced in being with other Christians, in showing kindness, in speaking mercy, and in building others up in the Lord’s gifts.

Good works do not pertain to our justification.  That was obtained by our Lord Jesus, it is according to his grace alone, and by faith we hold on to nothing but the righteousness of Jesus.  But they are not harmful to our salvation, either.  Good works are harmful to our salvation only when we find ourselves looking to our good works as adding to our salvation.  But then it is not the good works that are harming us, but us placing our confidence in our works.

We are not saved by good works.  But good works were prepared for us by our Lord beforehand.  Good works are the way our Lord serves our neighbor, using even our hands, our voices, our lives.  Good works are those works of mercy and love done not by compulsion, not by threat of the Law, not by any fear that we must do them in order to be saved, but done freely and spontaneously in faith, done in the joyful confidence that we belong to the Lord, and our Lord honors us by using us as his instruments to serve our neighbor with his love and mercy.

We may, for a moment, think of it this way: If it is true that God loves all people, even our enemies, and if it is true that he wants to take care of all people, that all would have food and clothing, house and home, and all would have honorable jobs and would be kept secure from those who do harm, and if it is true that God desires that all would hear his Gospel and know his forgiveness of sins—if all that is true, and yet God told you and me that we could have nothing to do with serving his gifts to our neighbor, and we should just stay home, like Jerry and George and Kramer staying up in that pathetic apartment laughing at everyone, then wouldn’t that be the highest dishonor of all, to have no part in God’s work of mercy and love?

But God honors us.  We, who along with Paul have not confidence in our flesh, and who next to the righteousness of Jesus consider our good works to be rubbish, we are honored by God as he takes up our hands, our voices, our lives, and sets us as his servants to our neighbor.


There is no higher honor to us than that our neighbor would know even the smallest part of God’s love because our Lord let us do good works, that our neighbor would hear from our voices the words of Jesus’ kindness and mercy.

Good works, those works done in love and kindness toward others, they are works done not by compulsion but by the joy and spontaneity of faith.  And when we see that we have not done good works, that we have acted maybe just a little like George Castanza making fun of the bubble boy or lying to get a job, then we turn not to our own righteousness, but we turn, once again, to the righteousness of Christ Jesus, the righteousness given to us purely by his grace, the righteousness which is ours not by works, but by faith.  And he rejoices in forgiving us. 
IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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