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Children’s Talk: The Lord’s Secret Reward for Doing Good 
- I want you to imagine if every time I did something kind for someone else, I played a loud 

noise to get everyone’s attention so they would notice what I had just done. 
- “Doot-doo-doo-DOOO!” “I just handed someone a book.” 
- “Doot-doo-doo-DOOO!” “I shared some of my snack with someone.” 
- “Doot-doo-doo-DOOO!” “I just stopped what I was doing and played with someone 

because they wanted to.” 
- What would be wrong with doing that? 

- It’s a bit boastful. 
- It’s showing off.  

- Now, it’s OK that some part of you wants people to notice when you do something good. 
- It’s OK to want people to thank you and think that you’re a good person. 
- But the Lord wants to help you experience something even better. 

- Matthew 6:1-4 (NKJV, modified) 
- 1 “Take heed that you do not do your charitable deeds in front of people, to be seen by 

them. Otherwise you have no reward with your Father in heaven. 2 Therefore, when you 
do a charitable deed, do not sound a trumpet in front of you as the hypocrites do in the 
synagogues and in the streets, that they may be glorified by people. Amen, I say to you, 
they have their reward. 3 But when you do a charitable deed, do not let your left hand 
know what your right hand is doing, 4 that your charitable deeds may be in secret; and 
your Father who sees in secret will Himself repay you openly.” 

- The Lord was saying, “There is a reward that people get from showing off—from having 
people say how good they are.” 

- But there’s another reward that’s even better. 
- When we do good things for other people, just because we care about those people, 

then the Lord can give us a different reward in secret. 
- He sees every good thing that we do. 

- Even if nobody else knows about it; He knows about it. 
- And He wants to give you something even better as a reward. 

- It’s heavenly love from Him. 
- Any time that we do something good there is a chance to feel a bit of the 

Lord’s love and joy. 
- That’s the same kind of joy that the angels experience in heaven. 

- But it’s a quiet, deep, inside kind of joy and we can’t notice it when we’re focussing on getting 
praise and credit. 

- It’s like you can’t hear some quiet, beautiful music if you’re busy making a loud noise 
with a kazoo. 

- Next time you do something good for someone else, try to pay attention to how you feel deep 
on the inside and maybe you’ll be able to feel a bit of that joy that the Lord, Your Heavenly 
Father, wants to give you. 

- Amen. 
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Genuine Goodness, Part 3: 
Is It Wrong to Want Some Credit? 

A Sermon by Pastor Malcolm G. Smith 
15 August 2021 

Intro 
- Is is wrong to want some credit for the good things that you do? 
- I remember having a conversation with someone a number of years ago where they were 

expressing frustration at hearing sermons about the problems with people taking credit for the 
good that they do. 

- This person was saying, “It’s hard to do good things—to be kind, to get up off the couch 
and do something good for someone else—and then we’re not even allowed to feel good 
about ourselves for that because actually it’s all from the Lord? If the Lord is the only one 
who’s good, then what does that leave for me? Why is it wrong to get a little bit of credit 
for the good stuff we’ve done?” 

- I don’t remember what I said in response but this person’s questions have stuck with me and 
I’ve thought about them whenever the topic of merit has come up. 

- Merit is the theological term for this topic. 
- The question of whether a person can earn their way to heaven by the good deeds 

that they do. 
- This is a topic that people have debated for literally thousands of years. 

- It gets into tricky philosophical territory quickly—if God has all power then 
doesn’t that make all human actions meaningless? 

- The New Church has unique and very useful answers to those kinds of 
questions. 

- If you’re interested in that kind of stuff, I can send you some good reading 
material on the topic. 

- But, for today, I’m more interested in the day-to-day application of ideas around merit. 
- As you go through your day and try hard to do some good things for other people, is that 

good enough? 
- Is it a problem if you want some credit for the good things you do or is that fine? 

- It can feel like this additional burden, like I have to do all these good things and then I have to 
do more work to say, “Fine, technically all the good stuff is really from the Lord.” 

- But the thing that I’m excited to share with you today and the realisation that I wish I could 
have shared with that person I was talking to years ago is that the Lord wants us to 
acknowledge that all good is from Him for our sake.  

- The God of the Universe does not need us minuscule little specks to acknowledge that 
all goodness is from God for His sake. 

- He wants us to acknowledge this because He loves us and He knows that we will be so 
much happier and so much less anxious if we understand this basic reality of life. 

- If we can get to the point where we don’t just understand this idea intellectually but 
believe it with every fibre of our being, we will be so much freer, so much more 
joyful, so much more able to do good that is genuinely good. 

- So I’m going to attempt to help you see the truth of this today. 
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- But, it is much easier said than done to achieve that state of real, humble acknowledgement. 
- So we’re going to start by talking about the developmental role of merit and the long 

spiritual process that we need to go through to get to that place of real 
acknowledgement. 

- And then we’ll talk about why the Lord wants us to acknowledge that all good comes 
from Him for our own sake. 

- And finally we’ll talk a little bit about how we can make progress in letting go of merit. 

- By the way, in this sermon I’ll be talking mostly in terms of people thinking too highly of 
themselves but these teachings also apply for people who think lowly of themselves. 

- If you struggle with feeling like you’re useless and no good, that’s the other side of the 
same coin of believing that people have worth relative to each other and that your 
actions make you more or less worthy of love. 

The Developmental Role of Merit 
- There are lots of passages that talk about the fact that we need to do good things in the Bible. 
- And, in fact, there are lots of passages in the Bible that even say very clearly that we will earn 

a reward if we do good things. 
- Passages in the Old Testament talk in terms rewards in the natural world. 

- Here’s one example from Deuteronomy: 
- Deuteronomy 28:1-2, 4-5 (NKJV, modified) 

- 1 “Now it shall come to pass, if you diligently obey the voice of Jehovah your 
God, to observe carefully all His commandments which I command you today, 
that Jehovah your God will set you high above all nations of the earth. 2 And 
all these blessings shall come upon you and overtake you, because you obey 
the voice of Jehovah your God:…. 
4 “Blessed shall be the fruit of your body, the produce of your ground and the 
increase of your herds, the increase of your cattle and the offspring of your 
flocks. 
5 “Blessed shall be your basket and your kneading bowl. 

- And passages in the New Testament often focus on rewards in the spiritual world. 
- As one example, Peter once said to Jesus, “See, we have left all and followed You. 

Therefore what shall we have?” (Matthew 19:27). 
- Jesus replied that they would sit on twelve thrones in the regeneration and then He said, 

“And everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or wife or 
children or lands, for My name’s sake, shall receive a hundredfold, and inherit eternal 
life” (Matthew 19:29). 

- Different people are motivated by different rewards. 
- Some people are looking for a monetary reward, or to get nice things. 
- Other people are ambitious to achieve a high position and so they are motivated by the 

desire to be promoted and moved up the ladder. 
- And other people are motivated by praise or having people think highly of them or think 

that they’re a good person. 
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- The literal sense of the Word contains promises of rewards of all those different kinds. 
- The Lord talks this way in His Word because He knows that, at the beginning of our spiritual 

lives, we would not do anything good if we didn’t think we were going to earn something in 
return for it. 

- Listen to this great passage how the Lord mercifully leads us along from selfishness towards 
genuine goodness. 

- Secrets of Heaven §4145:2 
- [A] person who is being regenerated believes at first that the good which they think 

and which they do begins in themselves, and also that they earn some reward, for 
they do not know yet, or… do not comprehend, that good is able to flow in from 
some other source. They also do not know of or comprehend any other possibility 
than that they should be rewarded…. If a person did not believe this at first they 
would never do anything good. But by this means they are introduced not only into 
the affection for doing good but also into concepts about good and also about 
merit. And once they have been guided in this way into the affection for doing good 
they start to think differently and to believe differently. That is to say, they start to 
think and to believe that good flows in from the Lord and that they merit nothing 
through the good which they do from the proprium or their selfish sense of 
autonomy. And when at length true affection lies behind their willing and doing of 
what is good they reject merit altogether and indeed loathe it, and they are moved 
by an affection for good for the sake of what is good.  

- Isn’t that beautiful? 
- Isn’t our Heavenly Father great? 

- There is a genuine rewards in doing good things so the Lord is not lying to us when He tells 
us that there is a reward for doing good things. 

- It’s just a different kind of rewards than the reward that the selfish part of us has in mind. 
- It’s the deeper meaning of those external rewards that are promised in the literal sense 

of the Word. 
- The Lord knows that we start in a pretty selfish place and He uses our desire for reward or 

credit to get us doing good things and then, along the way, He helps us to start to find some 
genuine enjoyment in doing good things (beyond just a transactional desire to earn something 
in return) and He also starts to teach us about the reality that actually all goodness comes 
from Him and not from us. 

- This is not a short process. 
- The teachings of the New Church say that this fundamental change from being a self-

oriented person into being somebody ready for heaven takes a lifetime to happen fully 
and so we are likely to have some merit-seeking motivations for a long, long time 
(Secrets of Heaven §4063:3). 

- So, if you notice in yourself some desire for credit or praise or rewards for the good things 
you’ve done, congratulations, that means that you are a human being that still has some 
spiritual work to do—just like the rest of us. 

- But, that work to let go of the desire for merit is worth doing, as we’ll see next, as we talk 
about why the Lord wants us to acknowledge that all good comes from Him. 
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Why the Lord Wants Us to Acknowledge That All Good Comes From Him 
- Why does the Lord want us to acknowledge that all good comes from Him? 

- Because it hurts us to be stuck in a merit-seeking mindset and it robs us of heavenly joy. 
- True Christianity §439 

- It is damaging for us to take credit for things we do for the sake of our salvation. 
Hidden within our credit-taking there are evil attitudes of which we are unaware at 
the time: denial that God flows in and works in us; confidence in our own power in 
regard to salvation; faith in ourselves and not in God;… and especially disregard for 
the merit and justice of the Lord God our Saviour, which we then claim as our own. 
In our taking credit there is also a continual focus on our own reward and 
perception of it as our first and last goal, a stifling and an extinction of love for the 
Lord and love for our neighbour, and total ignorance and unawareness of the 
pleasure involved in heavenly love (which takes no credit), while all we feel is our 
love for ourselves. 

- Oof. That’s pretty rough. 
- I find my immediate reaction to reading that is to ask, “Is it really that bad?” 

- But, when we are caught up in our lower self—in that mindset of competition 
and comparison and being better than other people and self-righteousness 
and getting what we deserve, etc.—that’s an experience of a kind of hell. 

- To get a feel for how this can come up in a day-to-day kind of experience, I want to share a 
few excerpts from a great speech with you. 

- Many of you are probably already fans of Curtis Childs who hosts the Off The Left Eye 
videos on YouTube. 

- If you have no idea what I’m talking about, do yourself a favour and look up the 
YouTube channel “Off The Left Eye”—https://www.youtube.com/user/offTheLeftEye  

- For those of you that do know about Curtis, this is a speech that Curtis gave 10 years 
ago, before he started making Swedenborg related videos full time. 

- The speech is titled, “Hierarchy is a Drug” (https://youtu.be/aMKajmOsWGU). 
- Hierarchy is the word that Curtis uses to talk about this mindset of comparing ourselves 

to other people and competing with them. 
- And his central idea is that this mindset is like a drug—it might make you feel good 

for a little while but it is not worth the side effects. 
- He gives this example of a time when he gave a different speech and it went well and he 

talks about what it was like to be him after having given that speech. 
- [F]or a little while,… I was, on a small scale, a superstar. Well, I wasn't really. Like I 

was just the same me as I was earlier in the day. But I was surrounded by enough 
of a cloud of appreciation that I began to be able to notice something in myself.  
Like, on the one hand, there’s just what life was really giving in the moment. People 
were coming up and saying, “Hey, thanks man. This meant this to me or that,” and I 
was just trying to be as real and present with them as I can. Because you know, it’s 
an important subject.  

But there’s this other part of me that started to quickly identify with this speech, and 
I could observe it. Like its company mission statement would be: “I just gave a 
great speech. I am the greatness of that speech.” So it’s like, “Oh you know, I’m in 
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a group and here’s a person, and a person, and a person. But I am CURTIS 
CHILDS who gave that speech!” Right?…. 

So I was I was noticing that, and [that part of me is] just kind of wired with this ego 
type of energy. But so far... I mean, it doesn’t sound so bad. Right? I’m great. That’s 
great. So, great! But there are some nuances that come up when you try to put that 
kind of thinking into practice.  

But I would like to say that I think we sometimes get it a little wrong when we talk 
about the negative aspects of self-veneration. Like, I think there’s sort of a body of 
thought that says, “Oh, beware! Beware of loving yourself above others because, 
even though it makes you feel good now, there’s a hidden poison in it that will catch 
up to you down the road, or after you die.” But I would like to assert that placing 
yourself in a world of hierarchy and trying to put yourself at the top makes you 
miserable now. Like, either you’re miserable as you’re doing it or you’re going to 
feel the effects sometime later today.  

When I was in that part of me that’s like, “I’m so great. I gave this speech. It’s so 
great.” ….it brings with it fake happiness. And I call it fake happiness because you 
think that you’re happy, but you’re not. …. [I]f you look at it right on, in your 
peripheral vision what seemed like giddy happiness is actually mostly anxiety that 
manifests itself in the immediate worry, “Now, is life and people’s reactions going to 
measure up to my new high opinion myself?”  

Like for example, when I was walking out of the building, sometimes people would 
come up to me and say,… “Hey, that was a great speech.” And that was cool…. 
But, very quickly, the ego part began to expect and need that from people. And if… 
I walked by someone and they didn’t say anything it/I was a little hurt. Like a little 
bit disappointed. And that is how great it is to be a superstar. When you are a 
superstar, walking by somebody hurts. 

- The rest of the speech is really useful and insightful and he does a great job of dismantling 
the idea that one human being can be better than another. 

- Hopefully you can relate the example that Curtis gave. 
- That’s the harm of buying into the merit mindset. 
- That’s why the teachings of the New Church say that “It is damaging for us to take credit 

for things we do”. 
- It drags us down into a hellish way of thinking in which there is never enough to go 

around. 
- And we miss out on all the joy that the Lord wants to give us. 

- Like it said in that passage, “In our taking credit there is… a stifling and an 
extinction of love for the Lord and love for our neighbour, and total ignorance and 
unawareness of the pleasure involved in heavenly love.” 

- So, how can we make progress in letting go of merit? 
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How Can We Make Progress in Letting Go of Merit? 
- Two thoughts to share in this final section. 

We Have a Lower Self and a Higher Self 
- The first is that it’s really useful to remember that we have a lower self and a higher self. 

- Curtis was able to notice that there was a part of him that was caught up in the whole 
ego trip of the moment and there was a part of him that was genuinely happy to have 
helped people. 

- Both of those were present there. 
- When we don’t distinguish between these two parts of ourselves, we can spend a lot of time 

and energy feeling defensive and wrestling with our mixed motives. 
- I find myself noticing selfish inclinations but not wanting to acknowledge that they’re 

there. 
- Saying, “But that’s not the real reason why I’m doing this….” 

- But it’s so much cleaner when I can acknowledge both realities. 
- Yes, of course there is a part of me that wants to be the best, that wants all the praise 

and the credit. 
- In fact, that part of me would also be happier if everyone else did worse than me. 
- etc. 
- Ugghhh… gross! But it’s there. 

- But that’s not all of me. 
- Thank the Lord that He has also given me and you a higher self. 
- Because there’s also a part of me that genuinely wants to help other people and serve 

the Lord and do what’s right. 
- Both are there and when I acknowledge that both are there, then I can ask the Lord to 

quiet that lower, selfish, proprial part of me and I can also ask Him to open me up to 
what would be the loving and wise way of handling a particular situation. 

- Doing that over and over again is the daily work and exercise that will make it 
possible for the Lord to gradually lead us out of our merit-seeking mindset and 
towards a more heavenly mindset. 

Think of Yourself As an Unprofitable Servant 
- The second thought I want to share with you to help you make progress in letting go of merit 

is to think of yourself as an unprofitable servant. 
- This is based something that the Lord said that, at first hearing, can seem like not the kind of 

thing that the Lord would say. 
- Luke 17:7-10 (NKJV) 

- [The Lord said,] 7 “And which of you, having a servant plowing or tending sheep, 
will say to him when he has come in from the field, “Come at once and sit down to 
eat’? 8 But will he not rather say to him, “Prepare something for my supper, and 
gird yourself and serve me till I have eaten and drunk, and afterward you will eat 
and drink’? 9 Does he thank that servant because he did the things that were 
commanded him? I think not. 10 So likewise you, 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.’ ” 
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- When I hear this I sort of expect the Lord to say something like, “When a servant has worked 
hard all day, then a good master should serve him in return.” 

- But that’s not what he says. 
- In the story the master expects the servant to work all day and then make food for 

his master and only drink after his master has eaten. 
- In case we missed the point of the story, the Lord gives us the punchline loud and 

clear: when we have done all the things that we have been commanded to do, we 
should say to ourselves that we are unprofitable servants and have just done our 
duty. 

- This seems mean and unfair but it’s so good and it’s such a useful way of understanding our 
efforts to do good. 

- We tend to think that any effort we put into doing good or not doing evil is praiseworthy. 
- Look at how good we are! 
- The Lord should give us lots of credit for all the good things we’ve done. 

- But that’s not the relationship we have with the Lord at all. 
- We are His servants and we’re actually very, very, very well-paid servants. 

- He gives us every single good thing our lives—externally and internally. 
- So, when we use our bodies and minds and hearts to do good things—when we do what 

we have been commanded by the Lord—we are not going above and beyond, we are 
just doing the job for which we were created, we are just breaking even. 

- We are unprofitable servants who have just done our duty. 
- If Curtis gave a great speech, he was just doing his duty. 
- If I give a little money to the poor, maybe I just broke even—I’m just doing my 

duty. 
- If you put a lot of time and effort into doing something good, you’re just doing 

your duty. 
- It is actually reward enough to get to be the Lord’s servant and get to do the things that He 

asks us to. 
- And we start to experience the joy in those things, when we get out of our merit-seeking 

lower self and simply do what’s good because the Lord told us to. 

Conclusion: There’s Only One Source of Genuine Goodness 
- The Lord is the only source of genuine love and goodness in the entire universe. 
- And He wants to share it with you—as much as you can possibly receive. 
- This desire of the Lord to share His love and His wisdom—His goodness and truth—with you 

is represented by Him offering you His body and blood in the Holy Supper. 
- So come, take and eat and drink, and ask the Lord to give you what you need to love and do 

good, hoping for nothing in return (Luke 6:35). 

- Amen.
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