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This volume aims to correct a commonplace yet reductionistic Protestant sensibility
concerning the nature of salvation: the equation of ‘justification with salvation simplici-
ter’ (p. xiv). According to the authors, this sensibility hinders the church’s witness by
breeding a vision of salvation in which a robust commitment to justice and mercy is
easily marginalised. Such marginalisation does not sit well with either seekers or
sceptics, many of whom are keen to see how gospel makes a difference concretely.

In responding to this ‘crisis of credibility’ (p. xi), the book begins by canvassing the
classical Protestant and biblical emphasis on good works within the economy of
salvation.

Chapter 1 surveys confessional and scholastic Lutheran and Reformed teaching on
good works as a key aspect of salvation, with attention to historical as well as more
recent treatments of this topic. Based on the focal sources, the authors cogently dem-
onstrate how good works have been considered integral and even indispensable to
the process of being saved. In pressing this claim, they make good use of historical illus-
trations, such as Wollebius’ analogy of a person who receives a grand inheritance. While
the inherited gift is entirely unmerited, the recipient must ‘go somewhere to get it’
(p. 16). Doing good works is analogous to making this journey of retrieval.

Chapters 2 and 3 plumb germane portions of the Old and New Testament in further
support of the centrality of good works. With attention to the opening chapters of
Genesis, as well as the story of Abraham’s call, they adduce the necessity of good
works for being saved. With respect to Abraham, the authors note that while his call
from God was ‘unconditioned’, it was not ‘unconditional’ (p. 34). Put another way,
Abraham responded to his call with the good work of obeying God, without which
his salvation would not have unfolded. This same point is reinforced with attention
to some Psalms and a brief foray into the prophecy of Micah.

Just as the Old Testament consistently presents ‘good works as a natural element of
right relationship with God’, so too does the New (p. 58). Out of a survey of pertinent
Gospel texts, several chapters from Acts, a few Pauline descriptions of salvation and
James’ teaching about Christian life, the authors conclude that, according to the New
Testament, ‘no [Christian] should expect to be saved without [good works]’ (p. 98).

With chapter 4 the book’s constructive aims come to the fore. In digesting the pre-
ceding expositions, the salvific imperative of good works is confidently affirmed.
Although good works play no role in justification, they are yet necessary for salvation.
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This necessity is grounded in (1) creation (i.e. God works good for and with us); (2)
anthropology (i.e. as image-bearers, we have a responsibility for good works of piety
and mercy) and (3) union with Christ (i.e. good works will flow out of those united
to Christ by the Spirit). In explicating the link between union with Christ and believers’
good works, the authors profitably requisition insights from ‘joint attention’ theory
(p. 107–8).

With this theology of good works in tow, the final two chapters move to application.
Chapter 5 spotlights four churches in three countries (ranging from 250 to 8,000 mem-
bers in size) as exemplars of an integrated doctrine of good works. Chapter 6 offers nine
principles of leadership for pastors who would see a robust emphasis on good works
reclaimed and nurtured in the churches they serve. There are some very handy tips
and resources offered in this section, such as a protocol for empowering church mem-
bers to launch good works initiatives.

I finished this otherwise timely and learned book with a few small qualms.
First, I worry that the authors’ attempt at a nuanced parsing of salvation runs the

risk of sowing confusion. Certain terms could be used with greater care and precision,
such as ‘necessity’. Moreover, in depicting good works as ‘means and even causes of
salvation’ (p. 119), they rely on an Aristotelian taxonomy of causation that is likely
to be unfamiliar to a wider Christian readership. Perhaps more serviceable would
have been a re-appropriation of the ‘golden chain’ motif of classical Reformed thought,
in which salvation was portrayed as a concatenated sequence (faith, sanctification with
good works, glorification, etc.). The upshot is that while the volume makes a noble
effort to overcome a reductionistic (and missionally problematic) vision of what it
means to be saved, its offering may fail to achieve the desired traction. I imagine
some readers will struggle to fully grasp and embrace the book’s insistence that non-
meritorious good works are necessary for salvation.

Second, the perspective on salvation being critiqued in this volume is not properly
engaged. This certainly seems to be the case with respect to the Lutheran face of the
opposition, represented in part by Milliard Erickson. Erickson appears briefly in the
introduction and then makes one additional brief appearance (on p. 111). In my esti-
mation, insufficient attention is devoted to Erickson’s thought; at the least, a more
in-depth evaluation of his wider soteriology, especially his perspective on sanctification,
should have featured and would have benefited the project. Notwithstanding this omis-
sion, The Doctrine of Good Works stands to make an important contribution not merely
to Christian thinking but also to lived theology. It admirably presses readers to see how
‘good works are…integral to good news’ (p. xvi).
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