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Rewards in the Christian Life 

  

  

Introduction 

  

Is it possible to say that at the Second Coming of Christ Christians will receive rewards for 

their works and actions of service? This is something that has vexed the minds of believers 

for a long time and still it is difficult to resolve. It appears to oppose the teaching on grace 

and bring us back to the teaching on works. In other words, the teaching on rewards goes 

against the grain of all that we have been taught in the NT. We must find it difficult to accept 

as it is contrary to the fundamentals of grace and could have the effect of plunging us into 

despair (cf the Galatian problem) thinking that we are failing God and will not earn sufficient 

to warrant a reward. 

  

1. The Judgement of believers 

  

This is the place to begin. Whilst we may know a lot about the judgment of non-Christians, 

what do we know and believe about the judgement of the Christian? Again, this is contrary to 

what we have been taught and led to believe. From such passages as Romans 8:1 “There is 

now no condemnation….” we have drawn the conclusion that the Christian will not be 

judged. This is correct. There is not going to be a “condemnation” of the Christian as there 

will be for the non-Christian. The believer will be saved; there is no judgement that will 

deliver him or her to hell. 

  

However, scripture speaks of a different kind of Judgement for the believer. In a sense it 

should not be called “judgement” for that is a misleading term. I prefer to call it an 

“assessment”. In 2 Cor 5:  “For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so 

that each one may receive what is due for what he has done in the body, whether good or 

evil”. In translating bh/ma (bema), it is often best to use a phrase such as 'a place where a 

judge decides' or 'a place where decisions are made' or 'a judge's seat`.  

  

The picture presented in 1 Corinthians 3:13-15  “each one's work will become manifest, for 

the Day will disclose it, because it will be revealed by fire, and the fire will test what sort of 

work each one has done.   If the work that anyone has built on the foundation survives, he 

will receive a reward.  If anyone's work is burned up, he will suffer loss, though he himself 

will be saved, but only as through fire”, is not purgatory, but this kind of assessment. It is an 

assessment of one’s ministry or service.  
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Now, within these two passages it is clear that there is to be a kind of judicial review of our 

ministries. This is why the NT writers have much to say about our life style at the time of 

Christ’s second coming. For example, Romans 13:11-12   “Besides this you know the time, 

that the hour has come for you to wake from sleep. For salvation is nearer to us now than 

when we first believed.  The night is far gone; the day is at hand. So then let us cast off the 

works of darkness and put on the armor of light” was written to emphasis the need to be 

ready at His coming. Similarly, 1 John 2:28 “And now, little children, abide in him, so that 

when he appears we may have confidence and not shrink from him in shame at his coming” 

makes the same point. 

  

For further references to this judgement of believers see Romans 14:10-12  “For we will all 

stand before the judgment seat of God;   for it is written, "As I live, says the Lord, every knee 

shall bow to me, and every tongue shall confess to God."   So then each of us will give an 

account of himself to God”. Remember, this is not a judgement to condemnation; rather it is 

an evaluation of our service.  

  

2.  Rewards 

  

We might be familiar with such Biblical statements as, Matthew 6:18 “that your fasting may 

not be seen by others but by your Father who is in secret. And your Father who sees in 

secret will reward you”: 1 Corinthians 3:14”If the work that anyone has built on the 

foundation survives, he will receive a reward”; Hebrews 11:6 “And without faith it is 

impossible to please him, for whoever would draw near to God must believe that he exists 

and that he rewards those who seek him”. 

  

Perhaps it might help us if we considered the meaning and significance of the term “reward”. 

When we reward someone it is not a payment. A reward is not exactly earned. In a sense a 

reward is given as a token of appreciation for something achieved. You do not exactly earn a 

reward as it is something that is given in gratitude, as a kind of thanks for all that has been 

done. People who gain rewards usually are quite altruistic and want to help or support 

someone per se. The giver provides the reward out of admiration, or approval or gratitude.  

  

For example, in the Grecian games the reward for winning was usually a laurel wreath that in 

itself did not have any real value, but it was worn with pride gaining the applause of the 

crowd. A reward can be in the form of words, expressions of gratitude and admiration, or it 

can be in the form of some very ordinary inexpensive gift. A reward therefore, is a gift.  In 

contrast a payment is our right for some work undertaken, but a reward is not our right, it is a 

gift. 

  



 3 

Consequently, when the Bible talks about rewards we should think in terms of tokens of 

God’s approval, His appreciation and admiration for all that we have accomplished for the 

Kingdom. God is not paying us for our works; rather He is demonstrating His gratitude. Think 

of the verbal reward that was given to the wise steward, “Well done, good and faithful 

servant….” Matthew 25:21. Paul speaks of the “crown of righteousness” 2 Tim 4:8. Hence 

the “reward” is not a payment, we have not earned it as our right, and rather, God in His 

grace promises us a token of gratitude and appreciation. The reward may only be a verbal 

expression, but even this, coming from God Himself will be invaluable to us.  

   

3. What practical value is this teaching on rewards? 

  

1. The reward tells us about God’s response 

  

When we accomplish something we like people to take notice. This is particularly important 

to us if we have done something for someone else. We like to be appreciated; we like to be 

acknowledged; we like to receive a response. This is human, this is natural. Our need for 

some kind of reward is part of our human make up. It is not wrong. Pure altruism, I believe, 

does not really exist. There are the good and healthy feelings that arise within us from 

performing some selfless act, and this can be our reward. An inner recognition that we have 

acted positively and made someone’s life more comfortable, this can be a sufficient reward.  

  

So what is God like when we accomplish some service for Him? Is He immoveable; lacking 

in response? Does He present a flat, expressionless face? Or, on the other hand, does God 

offer some meaningful and purposeful response to us? Is it possible that God could reward 

us in the same way that we seek to reward others who have served us whether this be 

through a gift or a verbal expression if praise or gratitude? 

  

I suggest that He does and that this is found in the bible teaching on “rewards”. As I stated 

earlier, this reward could be in the form of a blessing or just a verbal response, “Well done, 

good and faith servant”.  It does not really matter. Just to know that God is pleased with our 

actions is sufficient. We need to know that He is acknowledging our work.  

  

Our impressions of God at times can be quite false. We tend to think of God as being 

expressionless, perhaps stern faced and almost hard and severe. But in reality the bible 

wants us to think of God as a God who is happy, pleasurable, and cheerful. 

  

Let us explain this. When Jesus was baptised God said, “This is my beloved Son, with whom 

I am well pleased" Matt 3:17. The meaning of the term “pleased” in the Greek is “to be glad 

to be pleased with something or someone, with the implication of resulting pleasure - 'to be 
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pleased with, to take pleasure in.” So we have a God who likes pleasure, who can be 

pleased.  

  

Now, consider the following passages, 1 Corinthians 1:21 For since, in the wisdom of God, 

the world did not know God through wisdom, it pleased God through the folly of what we 

preach to save those who believe”; Galatians 1:16 “He was pleased to reveal his Son to me”; 

Hebrews 11:5 “By faith Enoch was taken up so that he should not see death, …… Now 

before he was taken he was commended as having pleased God”. Paul makes this remark, 

2 Corinthians 5:9 “So whether we are at home or away, we make it our aim to please him”. 

In other words, Paul wants to bring pleasure to God.  

  

I believe that God is a God who has enjoyment. When He saw what He had created He “saw 

that it was very good” Genesis 1:31. This means that when God looked at His own creation 

he admired it and took pleasure in seeing what He had made. Isaiah speaks to Israel, “You 

shall no more be termed Forsaken, ..... for the Lord delights  in you...” Isaiah 62:4. Then 

another prophet adds, Micah 7:18 “Who is a God like you, pardoning iniquity and passing 

over transgression for the remnant of his inheritance? He does not retain his anger forever, 

because he delights in steadfast love”. The Hebrew word “delight” means, “to experience 

emotional delight; take pleasure in”.  

  

It is sometimes difficult for us to imagine God quite like this. The danger for us is that we 

begin to make Him too human, but then on the other hand we can rob Him of personality and 

any indication that He has feelings or emotions. We know the latter is true from such 

phrases as, “As a father shows compassion to his children, so the LORD shows compassion 

to those who fear him”  Ps 103:13. Even the concept of “love” whilst not being sensual 

nevertheless has emotion especially when used in the context of marriage which is the 

frequent OT setting and even the NT where it is found in Ephesians 5 (or even the Song of 

Songs).  

  

Finally, we find that God is even described as being “happy”. Is this too much for us to 

accept? Paul writes this, 1 Timothy 1:11 “in accordance with the glorious gospel of the 

blessed God with which I have been entrusted”. The Greek word “blessed” means, 

“pertaining to being happy, with the implication of enjoying favorable circumstances”. Is it 

wrong to portray God as being “the happy God”? It is interesting to see that none of the 

translations will apply the translation “happy” in this verse. However, in the Beatitudes I could 

only find one translation that used this rendering, “Happy are the meek….” (Young’s Lit 

trans).  
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Let me venture further with this subject. Is it possible to think of God getting excited? Jesus 

told three parables to explain the joy that God experiences in forgiving sinners. The 

Pharisees complained that Jesus was welcoming adulators, tax-collectors and sinners, so 

He told them three parables. You will find them in Luke 15. Each parable demonstrates 

excitement and joy at finding something that was lost, “rejoice with me I have found my 

sheep” (Luke 15:6): “Rejoice with me for I have found the coin I had lost” (Luke 15:9); “…let 

us eat and make merry, for this my son was dead and is alive again” (Luke 15:23-24). Then 

you will notice what Jesus says, “I tell you there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner 

who repents…” (Luke 15:7). Whether this joy is just among the angels, or whether God 

actually joins in, I leave you to consider. But it is my view that God Himself expresses great 

joy and happiness when a sinner is converted and comes to Jesus. I doubt it means that the 

angels rejoice but remains unmoved when a sinner is converted. 

  

Why do we sing as Christians? Singing is a sign of joy. The world sings and enjoys the 

experience. Can we think of God singing out of sheer joy? Listen to these words, “The LORD 

your God is in your midst, a mighty one who will save; he will rejoice over you with gladness; 

he will quiet you by his love; he will exult over you with loud singing”,  Zephaniah 3:17. We 

sing as an expression of happiness and perhaps when our singing is really loud it is because 

we are really happy! 

  

 Returning to our main theme, I would suggest that God is a God who responds and 

reciprocates with joy, delight, and happiness. We have seen that He takes pleasure in His 

people and I would suggest that when we serve Him He is able to respond with delight and 

that He can demonstrate His happiness over us. We may make many mistakes, but He is a 

God who loves us and is deeply interested in us. He does not overlook our positive 

achievements. Listen to these words, “For God is not so unjust as to overlook your work and 

the love that you showed for his sake in serving the saints, as you still do”. Hebrews 6:10. 

  

Much of our attention is taken up with identifying our faults, our negatives and failures that 

we tend to overlook the positives. Appropriate parenting means that whilst negative 

behaviour is not ignored, a child’s positive behaviour is always rewarded.  

  

I believe that God rewards our work and service for Him. What kind of rewards we can 

expect I do not know. The rewards may not always be in this life, and they may not be of any 

particular intrinsic value, but the rewards represent the positive, pleasurable, and delightful 

responses from a God who is deeply interested in our ministry and service. 
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2. It encourages quality in our service 

  

We need to be motivated and stimulated. We could say that the Gospel of grace should be 

sufficient to produce some action, but there are times when this is not sufficient. The thought 

of a reward, some significant sign of God’s gratitude and appreciation gives us this 

motivation. We need this reward. 

  

Think of a mother who is looking after her newborn baby. The baby is expressionless as she 

labours night and day with feeds, changing and bathing. Then, in her exhaustion one day 

something happens that changes everything. Without warning the baby suddenly smiles at 

her. The work goes on, the sleepless nights do not change, but this time the mother has 

been rewarded. She continues with a lighter step and is driven by that sense of 

communication with the child. It seems as if the baby is rewarding her for all her hard work. 

The mother needs this reward. 

  

Although I do not agree with this expression, “saved to serve”, there is an element of truth 

here. Within a Church Christians are not supposed to be passengers on a bus driven by the 

pastor! We are not spectators, or merely passive on lookers in the Kingdom. Active service 

is expected of all of us. Ephesians 4:12 tells us the gifts to the Church are meant to “equip 

the saints for the work ministry”.  

  

One of the means chosen by God, I believe, is this teaching on rewards. It appears quite 

frequently and in particular in relation to service and ministry. For example, 1 Cor 3:14 “ If the 

work that anyone has built on the foundation survives, he will receive a reward”. The 

passage (referred to above) is all about ministry which is tested, or assessed by God. There 

is a reward waiting for us. Both the test and the reward act as motivation. 

  

We need to be stimulated. When in the secular realm something precious has been lost or if 

information is required relating to a crime, the offer of a reward is designed to encourage 

people into action. 

  

None of this is taught to make us mercenary, but the fact is God does give rewards. This is 

the teaching of scripture. It is not wrong, therefore, to think about this and allow it to goad us 

into action. But, and this is the important point, let us think about the positive emotional 

response that God will give. The greatest reward is that of knowing that we please him, that 

we give pleasure, joy, and happiness to the One who has given us so much joy through the 

Gospel.  
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Think of all your service and activity as something that is done to please Him. But let us offer 

this stipulation. There is no pleasing God without faith. “Without faith it is impossible to 

please him, for whoever would draw near to God must believe that he exists and that he 

rewards those who seek him” Hebrews 11:6. It has to begin here. There is no way a non-

Christian can please God. His or her works are described as “dead works”. There is no 

pleasure brought to God whilst the person continues to reject Jesus. It begins with saving 

faith. Indeed, it goes on with faith.  

  

3. The rewards provide us with purpose in our service 

  

Why do we undertake ministry? What is our purpose, aim? What ultimately is the basis for 

our practice? Let me refer you to Ephesians 6:8f “Slaves, obey your earthly masters with fear 

and trembling, with a sincere heart, as you would Christ, 6 not by the way of eye-service, as 

people-pleasers, but as servants of Christ, doing the will of God from the heart, 7 rendering 

service with a good will as to the Lord and not to man, 8 knowing that whatever good anyone 

does, this he will receive back from the Lord, whether he is a slave or free”. Paul wants 

Christians to serve God in all aspects of their lives with the single purpose of “rendering 

service …as to the Lord and not to man”. The motivation for this is the reward, “knowing that 

whatever good anyone does this he will receive back from the Lord…”.  

  

Our problem is that we are so selfish. We live to serve ourselves. So much of the emphasis 

in some preaching today is man-centred. We are encouraged always to see everything in 

terms of how it pleases and meets our own needs. There seems to be little God-centred 

preaching that turns our attention to God.  

  

My suggestion is that the bible teaching on rewards actually encourages us to be God-

centred and to think of our activities objectively. Instead of saying, how does this please me, 

we reverse the question and say, “how will this please Him?” We have our eye on the 

reward; it motives us to think objectively, to think God. This, I believe is what Paul is doing. 

  

Consequently, whether it is ministry in the fellowship or even our secular work, we must do it 

with an eye to pleasing God. But think of your ministry which might be within a very small 

setting, few people attending, not much recognised, or acknowledged by the rest of the 

Church. It does not matter, you do your ministry to the best of you’re ability because you are 

doing it for God. You are not doing it solely for the people; you want to please God. The 

consequence of this is that you ensure that the quality of your ministry is of a high standard. 

You do not say to yourself that there will be only a few people present so it does not matter, 

any kind of material will do, I can rush it off in a few moments as there will only be a few 

people in the gathering and no one will really acknowledge me. No, you insist that you put all 
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your might and effort into your work whether it is for adults, children, young people, or 

elderly. Even if you were ministering to just one person, you make the same effort. The point 

is that God is watching and you are doing it for Him. You have the reward in mind; you want 

Him to say to you, “Well done good and faithful servant”. 

  

Finally, think of the work that Jesus accomplished. The work of the cross was of a very high 

standard. It is said of Him, 
“
who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, 

despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God” Heb 12:3. He 

looked ahead for the glory that was to be his as the God/Man. There was a reward for Him 

as the Redeemer. He looked at this and “endured the cross”. It was said of Jesus, “For Christ 

did not please himself,…” Rom 15:3. His aim was to glorify His Father, “When Jesus had 

spoken these words, he lifted up his eyes to heaven, and said, "Father, the hour has come; 

glorify your Son that the Son may glorify you” John 17:1-2.  

  

Let us take this statement as our motto, “…..we make it our aim to please him.  10 For we 

must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may receive what is 

due for what he has done in the body, whether good or evil”. 2 Corinthians 5:9-10.  
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