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LESSONS ON PREDESTINATION #11

“Total Inability: The Defects in Man’s Good Deeds”

(Scriptures from NKJV)

NOTE: Much of the text herein is quoted directly or paraphrased from the

book, The Reformed Doctrine of Predestination by Lorraine Boettner.

We continue again in the topic of the Doctrine of Predestination.  This will be the eleventh

lesson in that series, and we are dealing with the first point of the reformed faith of the

Calvinistic position and that is “Total Inability.”  The title of today’s lesson is “Total Inability:

The Defects in Man’s Good Deeds.”  

Last week we looked at the “Intensiveness and Extensiveness of Total Depravity.”  We saw

that by it being extensive, we mean that it extends to all of man’s faculties – his mind, his

affections, his heart, and the choices of his will are all in bondage to sin.  So it is extensive. 

By intensive, we do not mean that every person is as bad as they are capable of being, but

one can develop into degrees of sinning.  Not everyone practices a lifestyle of a Hitler, but

nevertheless it is intensive, but not as intensive as is possible.  Men can go on and on,

deeper and deeper into sin.  

Now the question we will be addressing today is that if the Bible teaches there is none who

does good, no not one, then how do we explain the many good and loving deeds that

unregenerate people do?  For it is obvious to all that there are good, kind, and loving deeds

done by non-Christians, unregenerate, unsaved people.  So that is an issue.  All systems of

theology must address it from a Christian standpoint.  Turn to the 14  Psalm.  Let’s look atth

the basis for this, starting in verse 1.  “The fool has said in his heart, ‘There is no God.’ 

They are corrupt, They have done abominable works, There is none who does good. 

The Lord looks down from heaven upon the children of men, to see if there are any

who understand, who seek God. They have all turned aside,  They have together

become corrupt; There is none who does good, no, not one.”   Paul makes use of this

in his quotation in Romans 3:10-12, “There is none who does good, no not one, there

is none who seeks out after God.”  That is a pretty condemning statement that is

universal, describing all men without exception.  Back to our question, how is it that many

unsaved, unregenerate people do good deeds?  How are these concepts to be reconciled

together?  

Through common grace, the unregenerate man can love his family and be a good citizen to

his government.  He may give a million dollars to build a hospital, but he cannot even give a

cup of cold water in the name of Jesus.  Do you feel the weight of that?  He cannot even

give a cup of cold water in the name of Jesus.  I Corinthians 10:31 says, “Whatsoever you

eat, drink or do, do all to the glory of God.”    The unregenerate man cannot glorify God. 

He does not seek to glorify God.  He may do good deeds to be seen of others like the

Pharisees, praying publically before all that they may be seen of men.  But he cannot love

God and do what is glorifying to God.  Paul also states in the Book of Romans that “all have
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sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”  (Romans 3:23).  Here is what men are to

focus on and particularly in doing our good deeds before others.  It is not just on other

people and not for some benefit we get, a warm fuzzy feeling, but we are to do good and

kind deeds with an eye on the glory of God.  “Let your light so shine before men, that

they may see your good works and glorify your Father in heaven.”   (Matthew 5:16).  

A man who is a drunkard may abstain from drinking in order to save his marriage, but he

cannot do it out of love for God.  All of the common virtues or good works have a fatal

defect in that their motives prompt them to not  glorify God, and this defect is so vital that

it throws any element of goodness as to man wholly into the ditch.  It just ruins all of their

good deeds.   It matters not how good the works may be in themselves, for so long as the

doer of them is out of harmony with God, none of his works are spiritually acceptable.  Look

in Matthew 7:21-23, the words of Jesus,  “Not everyone who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’

shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of My Father in

heaven.  Many will say to Me in that day, ‘Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in

Your name, cast out demons in Your name, and done many wonders in Your name?’ 

And then I will declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart from Me, you who

practice lawlessness!’”   So here are individuals who are claiming that they are serving

Christ in the name of Christ, yet there is some defect in their duties and activities which are

unacceptable to Christ.  That is a sobering thing.  So doing the will of the Father in heaven

involves doing the will of God for the glory of God.  That is why these individuals failed. 

They used Jesus’ name to accomplish different achievements, but they did not do it with the

motive of glorifying God.  Again, this is an attempt to reconcile these two concepts together. 

   

Furthermore, the good works of the unregenerate have no stable foundation, for the

unregenerate nature of man is still unchanged.  Now in the realm of morals and philosophy,

there is a ruling principle that the morality of a person must precede the morality of the

action.  I will repeat that.  In ethics, the morality of a person must precede the morality of

the ethics.  So a person may do something that is ethically good, but if he is morally evil,

the activity is not acceptable to God.  One may speak with the tongues of men and of

angels; yet if he is lacking of that inward principle of love toward God, he is become as

sounding brass, or a clanging cymbal.  (see I Corinthians 13).  He may give all his goods to

feed the poor, and may give his body to be burned as a martyr; yet if he lacks that inward

principle, it profits him nothing before God.  As human beings, we know that an act of

service rendered to us by someone who is at heart our enemy and hates us, does not merit

our love or approval.  The Scripture statement,  “Without faith it is impossible to please

Him,” (Hebrews 11:6) finds its explanation in this, that faith is the foundation of all the

other virtues, and nothing is acceptable to God which does not flow from faith, that is,
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trusting God.  It is impossible to please God without faith.  

A moral act is to be judged by the standard of love to God, which love is, as it were, the soul

of all other virtues, and which is bestowed upon us only through the grace of God. 

Augustine did not deny the existence of natural virtues, such as moderation, honesty,

generosity, which constitute a certain merit of approval among mankind;  but he drew a

broad line of distinction between these and the specific Christian graces (faith, love and

gratitude toward God), which alone are good in the strict sense of the word, and which

alone are acceptable and have value with God.  Now all of us have known people who we

have lived around that we call “good neighbors” who never went to church.  If something

happened, you could depend on those people.  All of us have known individuals who were

non-Christians that were honest with money and in financial deals.  We have known

individuals who are generous with their money and finances in giving to others.  But we

must now allow that to be super imposed on the Bible’s teaching that “there is none that

doeth good, no not one.”  The way we are explaining that is the motive.  If it is not done

out of love toward God, it cannot be acceptable to God.  

One author by the name of  W. D. Smith, illustrates it like this, and I like the illustration he

uses.

In a gang of pirates we may find many things that are good in themselves. 

Though they are in wicked rebellion against the laws of the government, they

have their own laws and regulations, which they obey strictly.  

I interrupt the quote.  If you disobey a pirate’s law, you will walk the plank.  I hope you are

getting the gist of this, that a pirate may do many good and honest things among

themselves, but they are still in rebellion against the government.  I will pick up the quote

again:

We find among them courage and fidelity, with many other things that will

recommend them as pirates.  They may do many things, too, which the laws

of the government require, but they are not done because the government

has required them, but in obedience to their own regulations.  For instance,

the government requires honesty and they must be strictly honest one with

another in their transactions, and the division of all their spoil.  Yet, as

respects the government, the general principle of their whole life is one of the

most wicked dishonesty.  Now it is plain, that while they continue in their

rebellion, they can do nothing to recommend themselves to the government

as being good citizens.  Their first step must be to give up their rebellion,

acknowledge their allegiance to the government, and sue for mercy.  So all

men, in their natural state, are rebels against God; and though they may do

many things which the law of God requires, and will recommend them to

other men, yet nothing is done with reference to God and His law.  Instead,
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the regulations of society, respect for public opinion, self-interest, their own

character in the sight of the world, or some other worldly or wicked motive,

reigns supremely; and God, to whom they owe their heart and life, is

forgotten; or, if thought of at all, His claims are wickedly rejected, His

counsels spurned, and the heart, in obstinate rebellion, refuses obedience. 

Now it is plain that while the heart continues in this state, the man is a rebel

against God, and can do nothing to recommend him to His favor.  The first

step is to give up his rebellion, repent of his sins, turn to God, sue for pardon

and reconciliation through the Savior.  This he is unwilling to do, until he is

made willing.  He loves his sins, and will continue to love them, until his heart

is changed.  (W.D. Smith, What is Calvinism, pp. 125-127).

Do you get the gist of the illustration?  Those good neighbors who lived next to us for years,

never harmed us and helped us out, but they had no interest in the things of God, the Bible

and the church.  None of those good deeds of being honest before men will benefit them

whatsoever when they stand before God.  Do you agree with that?  Is that the teaching of

the Bible?  Yes, that is the teaching of the Bible and this is why the Bible’s morality is

rejected by secular humanism.  Secular humanism makes man the high standard, so that

whatever we do, we are to do for the brotherhood of man, where it eventually works out

that there is no need to recognize God whatsoever in a civilized society.  

What is this person that we are describing as a good neighbor?  How is it that they are

failing?  What are they in rebellion against?  You say, “You are a rebel against God.”  How

do they respond to that?  Usually they do not want to hear that at all, but a person who has

never bowed the knee to the Lordship of Jesus Christ is just like the pirate who is in

rebellion against the kingdom of God.  All mankind are to be subjects in God’s kingdom and

bow before His laws.  The person who refuses to bow, (even though he may agree with

some of the laws because it is in his advantage to do so), will pick and choose, (like the

pirates will be honest among themselves), but he is in rebellion against the government,

and as long as the pirate is in rebellion against his government, he cannot do anything well-

pleasing in the sight of his government.   Suppose the authorities are sent out by the

government and they are in the process of capturing a group of pirates, and one of the

pirates says, “Don’t shoot me, I have been honest here with my brothers.”  What are the

authorities representing the government going to do?  What will they require?  They will

say, “Throw down your swords, your guns, cease your rebellion and go before the

authorities and ask for mercy.  Throw yourselves on the mercy of the court, then the

government will recognize you as a citizen in good standing.”  Lets make the application. 

The people who we know of our families and friends that are good, law-abiding people as far

as their good deeds, but they are in rebellion against God.  Their good deeds are defective. 

Smith continues his quote:

The good actions of unregenerate men are not positively sinful in themselves,
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but sinful from defect.  They lack the principle which alone can make them

righteous in the sight of God.  In the case of the pirates it is easy to see that

all their actions are sin against the government.  While they continue to be

pirates, their sailing of their ships, the mending of the nets, the rigging of the

vessel, and even their eating and drinking are all sins in the eyes of the

government, as they are only so many expedients to enable them to continue

their career as pirates, and are parts of their lives of rebellion.  So with

sinners.  While the heart is wrong, it invalidates everything in the sight of

God, even their most ordinary occupations; for the plain, unequivocal

language of God is, “Even the plowing of the wicked, is sin.”  (Proverbs

21:4).  (Ibid.)

      

The farmer who is out there with the old-fashioned plow and horse hooked up to the plow is

sweating, plowing the field, yet he is a rebel against God and even the actions which he is

doing are sinful because they are not done for the glory of God.  How many of you

remember the story of Robinhood?  I can’t think of that story without thinking of a segment

in the Andy Griffith show where the little boys became fascinated with Robinhood.  This bum

taught them how it was good to steal from the rich and give to the poor.  They were arguing

before the sherif, “But we are helping the poor.”  You will find individuals that sort of

approve of that, who are jealous that they are not rich.  They believe we ought to

redistribute the wealth.  We are getting that done in our society right now through the laws

of government - the redistribution of the wealth, taking from those who work and giving to

those who won’t work.  Supposedly that is good.  But it is not good in the sight of God.  It

may help the poor, but you are still wronging the work ethic.   I hope that we are seeing

that in order for a deed to be acceptable in the sight of God, it must be done for the glory of

God.  In the case of the pirates, even their eating and drinking was sinful, because they

were not doing it out of respect for the government.  They were in rebellion against the

government.  I think I illustrated this before, that I started a policy about 30 years ago

when people would ask me to go call upon someone in the hospital.  They wanted me to

pray for them that they would get well.  I remember the first person who I used this on, the

look upon the man’s face.  He acknowledged he wasn’t a Christian, but he said, “Would you

pray for me that I might get well?”  I said, “Would you trust Christ as your Lord and Savior

right now?”  He said, “No, I’m not interested in that.”  Then I said, “I’m not praying for you.” 

The preacher will not pray?  Then I looked at him and said, “Why should I pray for you that

God would heal you so you can get out of this hospital room and go right on in rebellion in

sin?  Why should Ii pray that God do that for you?”  I turned and left the room.  I have done

that on several different occasions.  If a person is not sincere about doing whatever they are

to do in their life for the glory of God, they are not deserving of the prayers of God’s people. 

They are in rebellion.  They must repent, bow down to the Lordship of Christ and they will

find mercy when they sue for that mercy from Christ Himself.  The people want the benefits

of Christianity without the rules and the laws of Christianity.  That is known as “easy

believism” in today’s religious world.  
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It is this inability to love God which the Scriptures teach in Romans 8:8 - “So then, those

who are in the flesh cannot please God.”  They who are unregenerate in an unspiritual

state, cannot please God.  Romans 14:23 - “whatever is not from faith is sin.”   Then

Hebrews 11:6 - “Without faith it is impossible to please Him.”  Even the good deeds of

the unregenerate are like plucked flowers that will soon fade and die.  It was because of this

that Jesus said to His disciples, “Unless your righteousness exceeds the righteousness

of the scribes and Pharisees, you will by no means enter the kingdom of heaven.”  

(Matthew 5:20).  All of the virtues of the unregenerate man are of this nature, they are only

temporary.  It also follows from what we have said, that salvation must be absolutely and

solely by grace and grace alone,-- that God is free, in consistency with the infinite

perfections of His nature to either save none, save few, save many, or to save all, according

to the sovereign good pleasure of His will.  Lets look at those options.  God with His infinite

perfections, that is, His attributes harmonizing, He could have saved none.  The fall of the

angels demonstrates that.  When they fell, there was no salvation provided.  He could have

saved few of Adam’s race.  He could have saved many, and He could have saved all.  What

does the Scripture teach is the ultimate outcome?  Remember the disciples asked Jesus the

question, “Who then can be saved?”  Jesus replied, “With men this is impossible, but

with God all things are possible.”  (Matthew 19:25-26).  There is a great number

described in the Book of Revelation who will be saved, “Out of every tribe and tongue

and people and nation,” (Revelation 5:9).  If you put the conglomerate of all the

redeemed of all the ages up against those who have never come to Christ, it is but a

remnant.  The biggest hope that we have that the majority of the human race will be saved

lies in our belief of the salvation of infants -- the number who die in the womb and who die

as small children.  If we hold that there is a salvation that is found for them in Christ, not

because of their innocency, but because of the redemptive work of Jesus Christ and the

application of that work by the Holy Spirit prior to their death, then it is possible to say that

the majority of the human race may end up in glory in the eternal state.  Otherwise, when it

comes to conscious adults, the Scriptures set forth very few are going to be saved.  Most of

the world is religious in some nature, be it Christianity or be it extreme paganism or

demonism in the depths of the jungle, but religious in some extent, but not enough to save

it.  

It also follows that salvation is not based on any merits in the creature, it depends on God

and not men, who are, and who are not to be made partakers of eternal life.  God acts as a

sovereign in saving some and passing by others who are left to the just condemnation of

their sins.  The Bible compares sinners to dead men, even to dry bones in their entire

helplessness.  In this they are all alike.  The choice of some to eternal life is as sovereign as

if Christ were to pass through a graveyard and bid one here and another there to come

forth.  The reason for restoring one to life and leaving another in his grave could be found
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only in the good pleasure of God, and not in the dead themselves.  All are dead.  That is

basically what Jesus is doing.  He is going through a spiritual cemetery and saying, “This

one, and this one, and that one,” and all the time that He is raising the dead, He is passing

by others and leaving them in that spiritual state.  Now is that alright with you?  It better

be, because that is the teaching of the Bible.  Men may gnash their teeth at that and say,

“That is unfair.”  But it is the only way we can reconcile the data that is found within the

Scripture, unless we want to deny up front the doctrine of total depravity and inability.  The

only way you can escape this dilemma is to just say that Adam’s sin had no impact upon his

offspring.  Then you must ignore the other collections of texts and hope they don’t ever

come up in a religious discussion in saying that man is born innocent and everyone

determines his own destiny.  If that is the case, it seems like the Holy Spirit did an awful

poor job in putting a lot of confusing texts in the Bible.  Why would you put these texts in

the Bible if man is born basically good and is able by his own righteousness to save himself? 

Why put all these other texts in here?  Thus the statement that we are foreordained to the

good pleasure of His will, and not after the good inclinations of our own wills, that we were

chosen in order that we might become holy, not because we were holy.  (Ephesians 1:4, 5).  

A. A. Hodge quoted, 

Since all men alike deserved only God’s wrath and curse, the gift of His only

begotten Son to die in the place of sinners as the only possible method of

expiating or removing their guilt is the most stupendous exhibition of

undeserved favor and personal love that the universe has ever witnessed. 

(A.A. Hodge, Pamphlet, Presbyterian Doctrine, p. 23). 

“I stand amazed in the presence of Jesus the Nazarene, and wonder how He could love me,

a sinner condemned unclean.  How marvelous, how wonderful is God’s love to me.”   That is

a good way to tell the extent of the salvation of your own soul.  Does the gospel amaze you,

or does it just go in one ear and out the other? Is it just like pouring so much water on a

duck’s back?  Does it amaze you that God could love you, or are you one of those who feel it

would not be right if God didn’t love you?  Thus, we must be brought to see our sin before

we will see any value in the remedy of it.  In Gospel preaching and personal witnessing, the

bad news must precede the good news.  We must seek to bring rebels into confrontation

that they are standing before a King who has the right to execute judgment. Then

depending upon the response of those whether we go on to say, “here is a remedy.”  We are

not without hope.  The God who condemns sinners is also the God who loves sinners enough

that He sent His only begotten Son to suffer and die in the place of sinners, so that He

bearing their sin, He can impart His righteousness to the believing sinner.  So we do not

leave men hopeless, but we must seek to bring men to a state of hopelessness before they

will ever seek the Savior.  

Then we must ask another question, how is it then that so many become Christians in the

nominal sense of the word in today’s evangelism?  How is it that so many are making
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professions of faith and being baptized and have their names put on church roles, how is

that happening?  They are not hearing the gospel - easy believism.  Then why are they

making decisions?  Because that is the emphasis - decisionism.  Decide now.  Peer pressure. 

Could it be also because they seek some benefit by doing so?  Men usually are not prone to

do something that they don’t feel they won’t get something out of it.  What are some of the

benefits of Christianity when it comes to salvation?  To escape hell?  Aren’t we given a hope

of a sinless life of pain free existence in the life hereafter?  Then if I was a thinking person,

it would almost prove me to be a fool to turn all that down.  But what is it that I am not

being told?  That I must repent and turn from my sin and trust the merits of another.  So I

will accept the benefits, but I will not bow the knee to King Jesus.  But, but, but, I do this,

I’m a deacon in my church, I fast, I tithe, I do all these things, I put up lights in the church

building, I cut the grass in the church lawn.  Surely this must qualify me to identify me as a

Christian, not by continuing on in rebellion against the Lordship of Christ.  There may be

temporal benefits from doing these things, but you are still like a pirate, you are not in favor

with the government.  
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