GRACE, FAITH, AND WORKS

Thayer's Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament says the word "justify" means "to make righteous." He says the word "grace" refers to "favor or kindness which bestows upon one what he has not deserved." He says the "faith" refers to "a conviction of the truth of anything; belief." He says the word "work" refers to "an act, deed, thing done." It usually has reference to work done for someone, so placing him in debt to the one who did the work. Here's what the New Testament says concerning these four concepts. Titus 3:7 says that a person is justified or made righteous by grace. Romans 3:28 says that man is justified by faith. James 2:24 says that man is justified by works. Now, since the human mind finds it difficult to harmonize these concepts, especially works and grace, man has gone about to find passages of Scripture which conform to his way of thinking and has thereby isolated them from their contexts. For example: in Romans 11:6 Paul said that if our justification is "by grace, then it is no longer of works, otherwise grace is no longer grace," and in Ephesians 2:9 He said that our justification is "not of works, lest any man should boast."

The purpose of this article, then, is to determine what the relationship is between grace, faith, and works without causing the New Testament to contradict itself. In this study, let's use Ephesians 2:8-9 for our text: "By grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, not of works, lest any man should boast." Notice that Paul told us what the origin of man's salvation is and what it is not.

Man's salvation is not of himself or of his works.

Man cannot provide a plan by which he can save himself from the wrath of God. Since God is God (Ephesians 4:6), since He is man's creator (Hebrews 1:1-2), since He is perfect (Matthew 5:48), and since He is the One who has been sinned against (Romans 3:23), only He, therefore, has the right to devise a plan for man's reconciliation to Himself (Romans 5:6-11).

Furthermore, man cannot know what would accomplish a reconciliation without God's revelation since man's ways aren't God's ways, nor are man's thoughts God's thoughts (Isaiah 55:8-9). The Bible constantly speaks of the ignorance of man without God. It speaks of man's ignorance concerning how to act (Romans 3:9-18). It even speaks of man's ignorance concerning who to worship: speaking to the Athenians about their idolatry, Paul said that at one time God overlooked such ignorance, but not anymore (Acts 17:30).

Man cannot do any sort of meritorious work by which he can be reconciled to God. The word "merit" means "to be worthy of, entitled or liable to: earn." This concept is what's referred to in such passages as Romans 11:6 and Ephesians 2:9, the two verses referred to earlier that many people use to exclude any and every type of work for salvation.

When Paul talked about grace being no longer grace if we can be saved by works in Romans 11:6, he had reference to the works of the Israelite law (Romans 11:1 & 7), which, if one could obey perfectly, would place God in debt to him (Romans 4:4); Romans 3:28 says that "a man is justified by faith apart from the law."

When Paul talked about not being saved by works in Ephesians 2:9, he had reference to works of merit, because if one could work out his own way to be reconciled to God, he would have room for boasting, but he did not and cannot work it out and, therefore, has no room for pride (Romans 3:27); in fact, in Luke 17:10 Jesus said, "'When you have done all those things which you are commanded, say, "We are unprofitable servants. We have done what was our duty to do."'"

There are those who not only believe in justification through perfect obedience to the law of Moses or some other law, but also those who believe that a good moral life is enough, which is evidenced by the familiar statement, "I believe there are good people in all churches." However, in Titus 3:5 Paul emphatically stated that we're not saved by "works of righteousness which we have done." In fact, when man did seek his own righteousness, God rejected it and them (Romans 10:3); Charles Spurgeon once said, "Morality may keep you out of jail, but it takes the blood of Jesus Christ to keep you out of Hell!"
Summary: Before Jesus, man was between the proverbial "rock and a hard place," because of the justness and perfect righteousness of God—God's righteousness requires blood to be shed from a perfect sacrifice which man could in no way supply.

Therefore, our salvation and reconciliation to God the Father is not nor could be by our own means or intelligence, but solely by God's love, mercy, and grace toward mankind.

Man's salvation is a gift of God's grace accepted through faith.

A "gift" refers to "something voluntarily transferred by one person to another without compensation," while "grace" refers to "something voluntarily transferred by one person to another who in undeserving," so it could be said that the gift of God is the result of His grace.

Jesus is God's gift to man, someone man doesn't deserve (Romans 5:12-19). Jesus brought grace which not only gives us initial salvation, but which also teaches us how to remain righteous, giving us a blessed hope of eternal salvation (Titus 2:11-13). Due to the exceeding sinfulness of man and his continued rebellion against God, this gift of God to man is indeed, as Paul said, "indescribable" (Second Corinthians 9:15)! Nevertheless...

Man must receive this gift if he wants to be saved, that is, and do so through faith (Romans 5:1-2). See, there's actually no such thing as an unconditional gift. Let's illustrate it this way. Picture me holding a $20 bill. Does this $20 bill belong to you? No. Can you spend it on a bicycle? No, because it doesn't belong to you. Do I owe this money to you? No. If I extend it out to you and you reach for it, have you earned it just by reaching your hand out for it? No. However, once you grab it and I let go of it, saying, "It's yours," then, and only then, is it an accepted gift, something that belongs to you. Similarly, God provides man with physical food, but he'll die if he refuses to partake of it; likewise, God provides man with spiritual and eternal food, but he'll die if he refuses to partake of it. The condition is that we must accept God's gift of salvation through faith, a faith that's acceptable to God, that is; I say this because man has devised his own types of faith.

Some people, because they despise the concept of works being connected with salvation, go to the opposite extreme, as man tends to do sometimes, teaching that man is saved by faith only, and they do so in spite of what James wrote: "A man is justified by works and not by faith only" (James 2:24) and, because this type of faith is merely intellectual, devils remain devils even though they believe (verse 19).

Other people, also because they despise the concept of works being connected with salvation, teach that faith comes to man directly from God in a miraculous way, and do so in spite of the fact that to have faith is a command for man to obey: in John 14:1 Jesus demanded His followers to believe in Him, and in Acts 16:31 Paul demanded the Philippian jailer to "Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ." 

The kind of faith that's acceptable to God is the faith of obedience: Paul spoke of "the obedience of faith" in Romans 1:5 and 16:26. (Please read James 2:14-26.) Let's illustrate it like this. The story goes that there was once an old ferryman who, though a man of few words, was very perceptive and observant; he was also a reader of the Bible and a firm believer in its truths. It's said that he had among his regular passengers two business men who crossed together on the same day once a week. The conversation of these two men often turned to the matter of faith and works, one thinking he could do without works if he had faith, and the other thinking he could do without faith if he had works. The ferryman became very weary of this on-going conversation, so one day before they boarded his boat he named one of his oars "Faith" and the other one "Works" by painting these words on them. This time when they reached the most dangerous part of the trip, the ferryman took his "Works" oar out of the water and began with all his might to row with his "Faith" oar. The boat just went around and around to the annoyance and fear of the two passengers. "Put out the other oar," called one of them in a loud and angry voice. "Very well," was the old man's calm reply, as he brought in his "Works" oar and put out his "Faith" oar. Of course, the same thing happened: they went around and around, getting nowhere except in danger. The two men began to wonder if the ferryman was "losing it." After continuing his practical demonstration for a little while, the ferryman then called their attention to the names painted on the oars, and said, "I have tried your way," he said to the man who believed in works only. "And, I have tried it your way, too," he said to the man who believed in faith only. He continued by saying, "And you have seen the results. Now, observe my way." As he gave a steady pull to each oar, the boat began to take a forward course due to the power of the harmony in the use of both oars, and in a few moments they were at the landing place. He then concluded by saying, "Thus it is that faith without works or works without faith will not suffice to get us to our desired landing place. But let there be both, and Heaven will be safely reached."

See, through faith we obey the works of God's righteousness instead of our own. Like the fellow in the preceding illustration, people who believe in faith only do and teach such because they believe they're escaping the concept of works being connected with salvation; however, they fail to recognize that faith itself is a work, a work of God, that is. In John 6:29 Jesus said, "'This is the work of God, that you believe in Him whom He sent.'" As noted a moment ago, when Paul was asked by the Philippian jailer what he must "do" for salvation, one of the things Paul told him to "do" was "believe" (Acts 6:31). Most people who believe that one can be saved before and/or without baptism, do so for the very same reason—they believe it's a work of man in an attempt to obtain salvation. However, just as faith is a work of God, so is baptism; it's a work of His righteousness, not man's (Titus 3:4-7). One can see this truth by contrasting Romans 3:28 with 6:1-18. So the works that we're to do that are connected with salvation, are works that are simply actions of obedience or compliance to the conditions God has placed on man's acceptance of His gift of Jesus.

Conclusion

Man is not nor can be saved by only one concept or action, whether on his part or on God's part. Man has his part to do: in Acts 2:40 Peter said, "'Save yourselves.'" How? We must believe that Jesus is who He claimed to be (Acts 16:31). We must confess that belief with our mouths before witnesses (Romans 10:10). We must repent of our sins (Acts 17:30). And we must be baptized for the forgiveness of our sins (Acts 2:38). God has his part to do, that is, to fulfill His promises based on man's obedience (See Second Corinthians 6:16—7:1). Here are three promises God fulfills when a person obeys the Gospel. Grant us forgiveness of sins (Hebrews 10:17). Grant us an abundant life here (First Timothy 4:8) and eternal life hereafter (Hebrews 9:15).

The Bible teaches us that grace and salvation are only "in Christ" (Second Timothy 2:1 & 10). So how do we get into Christ? Only one way, through the last of man's four steps to initial salvation—baptism. In Romans 6:3 and Galatians 3:27 Paul said that we're "baptized into Christ"; in fact, there are no other Scriptures anywhere which tell us how to get "into Christ"!
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