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A Garbage Pile of Good Deeds 

I like checklists. Seriously, few things give me a high like crossing things off my list. 

I also like checklists with God. I like being able to cross off the box that I went to small group, 

did my devotionals, said my morning prayers, cared for the poor. 

In theory, the concept of grace is attractive. But recognizing I can never meet the expectations 

for God—that being good enough is out of reach—is uncomfortable. Realizing I can’t do any-

thing for God that would make Him accept me more leaves me feeling a bit unsettled. If I don’t 

have a religious to do list, how am I supposed to know if I’ve met the minimum requirements? 

But God isn’t asking us to follow a checklist: The Almighty wants us to understand and respond 

to His love. We are already forgiven and adopted into His family through the gift of undeserved 

love beautifully exemplified on an ugly cross. This is why checklists don’t work in our relation-

ship with God. Checklists can curb behaviors, but they can’t change hearts. Unless we are re-

sponding to the God who loved us first, our good works actually become deadly, the antithesis 

of the Gospel. 

The truth is, we can spend our lives giving, serving and going, but if it is apart from His Spirit, 

it amounts to a garbage pile of good intentions. Unless we rediscover the foundation of service, 

our good works can be all about us: promoting our image, heightening our own vanity and 

pride. Service becomes a means to achieve our dreams, our purposes, our goals. 

In almost every religious system, service is a means to an end. Service becomes the secret to 
getting things—a pass to the afterlife, blessings, a respectable name, even a way to feel good 
about ourselves. Our performance dictates our destiny. Many practicing Christians take the 
same approach: If we do good, we’ll earn favor with God. 

But Jesus Christ defied religion. Upending the cosmic scale that weighs our good and evil, 

Christ did the unthinkable: “But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were 

still sinners, Christ died for us.” The core message of grace is religious anarchy. We are forgiv-

en, accepted and loved not because of what we do, but because of what Jesus Christ has al-

ready done on the cross. Independent of our performance, we are loved. We simply can’t earn 

the forgiveness we desperately need, which God freely offers through Christ. 



 

 

 

As followers of Jesus, we don’t serve because it’s a means to an end. We serve out of overflow-

ing gratitude that we are loved by a God who knows we don’t have it all together. If you’ve be-

gun to see how selfishness and pride disfigure your service, remember being broken doesn’t dis-

qualify you. It’s the exact opposite. God only uses flawed people who rely on Him. 

The starting point to give, serve and love with more enthusiasm, more focus and more longevity 

is the belief that you can waste your life doing good things if they are apart from a deep and in-

timate relationship with Christ. You can stop pretending it’s all up to you and instead start living 

a life of generous service that is merely a response to the love you’ve already been shown. 

So accept that you’re inadequate. Don’t try to complete a checklist to prove you’ve earned God’s 

favor. Let Jesus Christ flood your life with forgiveness, acceptance and love. And then get to 

work responding to His grace by bringing healing to the hurting, Good News to the poor, hope to 

the hopeless and freedom to the oppressed. 

 

This article is adapted with permission from The Spiritual Danger of Doing Good(Bethany House, 

2013) 
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