
The Law of Rewards
Dr. Michael Gleghorn explore the biblical doctrine of eternal
rewards. The Bible promises believers heavenly rewards for
earthly obedience.

Introducing the Law of Rewards
The  hit  movie  Gladiator  begins  with  a  powerful
scene. Just before engaging the German barbarians
in battle, General Maximus addresses some of his
Roman soldiers. “Brothers,” he says, “what we do in
life echoes in eternity.” Although Maximus was a
pagan,  his  statement  is  entirely  consistent  with  biblical
Christianity,  particularly  the  Bible’s  teaching  on  eternal
rewards.

In  The  Law  of  Rewards,{1}  Randy  Alcorn
writes:  “While  our  faith  determines  our
eternal destination, our behavior determines
our eternal rewards”{2}. The Bible clearly
teaches that we are saved by God’s grace,
through personal faith in Christ, apart from
any works whatever (Eph. 2:8-9). But it also
teaches, with equal clarity, that we must
all  appear  before  the  judgment  seat  of
Christ, that we may be recompensed for what
we have done in the body, whether good or
bad (2 Cor. 5:10). This judgment (which is

only for believers) is not to determine whether or not we are
saved. Its purpose is to evaluate our works and determine
whether we shall receive, or lose, eternal rewards (1 Cor.
3:10-15).

Alcorn writes, “Our works are what we have done with our
resources—time, energy, talents, money, possessions.”{3} The
apostle Paul describes our works as a building project. At the
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judgment seat of Christ the quality of our work will be tested
with fire. If we have used quality building materials (gold,
silver, precious stones), then our work will endure and we
will be rewarded by the Lord. If we have used poor building
materials (in this case, wood, hay, or straw), then our work
will be consumed and we will suffer the loss of rewards (1
Cor. 3:10-15).

This raises some important questions. What are we doing with
the resources that God has entrusted to us? Are we seeking to
build God’s kingdom, in God’s way, empowered by God’s Spirit?
Or are we merely engaged in empire-building for our own glory?
Are  we  investing  our  resources  in  reaching  the  world  for
Christ, making disciples, and helping the poor and needy? Or
are we only concerned with satisfying our own immediate wants
and desires?

It’s here that the worldview dimensions of our subject can be
most clearly seen. Most of us would probably find it difficult
to use our resources in the service of God or our fellow man
if we thought that this life was all there is and that death
is the end of our personal existence. But Christianity says
that there’s more – a lot more. And if Christianity is true,
then  Maximus  was  right:  “What  we  do  in  life  echoes  in
eternity.” Randy Alcorn has observed, “The missing ingredient
in the lives of countless Christians today is motivation. . .
. The doctrine of eternal rewards for our obedience is the
neglected key to unlocking our motivation.”{4}

Questioning Our Motivation
Is  the  desire  for  eternal  rewards  a  proper  or  legitimate
motivation  for  serving  Christ?  Isn’t  it  somewhat  shallow,
maybe even selfish, for our service to Christ to be motivated
by a desire for heavenly rewards? Furthermore, shouldn’t we
serve Christ simply because of who He is, rather than for what
we can get out of it? To some people, the promise of eternal



rewards sounds like a crass appeal to our baser instincts. But
is it?

Before we jump to any unwarranted conclusions and possibly
overstate the case, we may first want to take a step back,
take a deep breath, and remind ourselves of a few things. In
the first place, as Randy Alcorn observes, “it wasn’t our idea
that God would reward us. It was his idea!”{5} If we search
the pages of the New Testament, we repeatedly find promises of
heavenly rewards for earthly obedience. Indeed, Jesus himself
urges our obedience in light of future rewards (Luke 6:35).
Not only that, in Matthew 6:20 he commands us to store up for
ourselves  “treasures  in  heaven.”  Now  this  leads  to  an
interesting little twist. In John 14:21 Jesus says, “Whoever
has my commands and obeys them, he is the one who loves me.”
We could make the argument, then, that the one who does not
seek to store up treasures in heaven is being disobedient to
Christ’s command and demonstrating a lack of love for him!

In a somewhat similar vein, Alcorn wrote:

It is certainly true that desire for reward should not be
our only motivation. But it is also true that it’s a fully
legitimate motive encouraged by God. In fact, the two most
basic things we can believe about God are first that he
exists, and second that he is a rewarder of those who
diligently seek him (Heb. 11:6). If you don’t believe God is
a rewarder, you are rejecting a major biblical doctrine and
have a false view of God.{6}

Of course, we must always remember that the Lord knows the
motivations of our hearts – and these will be taken into
account  at  the  judgment  seat  of  Christ  (1  Cor.  4:5).  In
addition, Jesus solemnly warns us: “Be careful not to do your
‘acts of righteousness’ before men, to be seen by them. If you
do, you will have no reward from your Father in heaven” (Matt.
6:1).



The  biblical  picture  of  rewards,  then,  would  seem  to  go
something like this. The Lord is absolutely worthy of our
obedience and service, whether we ever personally profit from
it or not (e.g. see Luke 17:10). Nevertheless, the Lord is a
rewarder of those who seek Him and He commands us to seek His
rewards as well! And when one really thinks about it, “Hearing
our  Master  say,  ‘Well  done’  will  not  simply  be  for  our
pleasure but for his!”{7}

The Life God Rewards
What kind of life does God reward? For what sort of works will
believers be rewarded when they stand before the judgment seat
of Christ? The simplest answer to this question, and the most
general, is that we will be rewarded for everything we’ve done
that was motivated by our love for the Lord and empowered by
His Spirit. Indeed, Jesus said that we would even be rewarded
for simply giving a cup of cold water to someone because he is
a follower of Christ (Matt. 10:42).

But the Bible specifically mentions many other things for
which we can also be rewarded. The New Testament describes as
many as five different crowns which will be given to believers
for various works of faithfulness, obedience, discipline, and
love. For example, there is the imperishable crown (1 Cor.
9:25),  which  appears  to  be  rewarded  for  “determination,
discipline, and victory in the Christian life.”{8} There is
the crown of righteousness which, according to Paul, will be
awarded by the Lord “to all who have longed for his appearing”
(2  Tim.  4:8).  There  is  the  crown  of  life,  “given  for
faithfulness to Christ in persecution or martyrdom.”{9} In the
book of Revelation, Jesus tells the church in Smyrna, “the
devil will put some of you in prison to test you, and you will
suffer persecution for ten days. Be faithful, even to the
point of death, and I will give you the crown of life” (2:10;
see also James 1:12). Additionally, there is the crown of
rejoicing  (1  Thess.  2:19;  Phil.  4:1),  “given  for  pouring



oneself into others in evangelism and discipleship.”{10} And
finally, there is the crown of glory (1 Pet. 5:4), “given for
faithfully  representing  Christ  in  a  position  of
leadership.”{11}

Of course, as Alcorn observes, “There’s nothing in this list
that suggests it’s exhaustive.”{12} Indeed, as we’ve already
seen, the Bible seems to say that we will be rewarded for
every act of love and service which we did for the glory of
God. But there’s another side to this discussion which we dare
not overlook. The Bible not only indicates that we can gain
rewards; it also warns us that we can lose them as well.

Paul compared the Christian life to an athletic competition in
which our goal is to win the prize. This is why, he told the
Corinthians, “I beat my body and make it my slave so that
after  I  have  preached  to  others,  I  myself  will  not  be
disqualified for the prize” (1 Cor. 9:27). The Bible suggests
that the works of some believers will be completely consumed
at the judgment seat of Christ (1 Cor. 3:15). Tragically,
these believers will enter heaven without any rewards from
their Lord. To avoid this catastrophe, let us heed Paul’s
advice and “run in such a way as to get the prize” (1 Cor.
9:24).

Power, Pleasures, and Possessions
What should we think about power, pleasures, and possessions?
Are they merely temptations that should be avoided, or genuine
goods that can be legitimately sought and desired? Although
some may find it surprising, each of these things is good—at
least considered simply in itself. Each finds its ultimate
source in God. And each existed before sin and evil corrupted
His good creation. God has always been powerful. He clearly
took pleasure in His work of creation, repeatedly describing
it as “good” (Gen. 1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31). And as the
Creator of all that exists (other than himself, of course),



everything ultimately belongs to God (1 Cor. 10:26). Indeed,
the Bible sometimes describes Him as the “possessor of heaven
and  earth”  (Gen.  14:19).  Clearly,  then,  there’s  nothing
inherently wrong with power, pleasures, or possessions.

So why have these things gained such tainted reputations?
Probably because they’ve so often been misused and abused by
sinful men and women. Indeed, describing sin and evil as the
misuse, abuse, perversion or corruption of some good gift of
God is part of a long and venerable tradition in the history
of philosophy and theology. And one doesn’t have to look very
far to find plenty of examples of man’s sinful misuse of
power, pleasures, and possessions. Just turn on the evening
news, or read the local paper, and you’ll find many such
examples. But we must always remember that it’s the misuse of
these  things  that  is  sinful  and  wrong;  the  things  in
themselves are good and desirable. And this is confirmed by
the teaching of Scripture.

Consider the kind of rewards God offers us. For faithful and
obedient  service  now,  He  promises  power,  pleasures,  and
possessions in eternity! Jesus made it clear that those who
are faithful with the little things in this life, will be
rewarded with great power and authority in the next (Luke
19:15-19).  He  taught  that  those  who  invest  their  time,
talents, and treasures in building God’s kingdom here and now
are laying up great treasures in heaven for themselves in the
hereafter (Matt. 6:19-21; 19:21). And pleasures? The psalmist
wrote of God, “In Thy presence is fullness of joy; in Thy
right hand there are pleasures forever” (16:11).

Randy  Alcorn  has  written,  “God  has  created  us  each  with
desires for pleasure, possessions, and power.”{13} We want
these things “not because we are sinful but because we are
human.”{14} Although our sinfulness can, and often does, lead
us to misuse these things, we’ve seen that they’re actually
good gifts of God. “Power, possessions, and pleasures are
legitimate objects of desire that our Creator has instilled in



us and by which he can motivate us to obedience.”{15} May we
faithfully serve the Lord, trusting him as “the Rewarder of
those who diligently seek him.”{16}

Investing in Eternity
A Christian worldview must be fleshed-out in the rough and
tumble world of our daily lives if we’re going to be salt and
light  to  the  surrounding  culture.  Now,  as  always,  true
disciples must be “doers of the word, and not merely hearers
who delude themselves” (Jas. 1:22).

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus told his followers:

Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where
moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal.
But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth
and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in
and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will
be also (Matt. 6:19-21).

Many of us read these verses and only hear Jesus’ command not
to store up treasures on earth. But if this is all we hear,
then we’re missing the main point that Jesus is trying to
make. As Alcorn observes, the central focus of this passage
“is  not  the  renunciation  of  earthly  treasures  but  the
accumulation of heavenly treasures. We’re to avoid storing up
unnecessary treasures on earth not as an end in itself, but as
a life strategy to lay up treasures in heaven.”{17} In a
sense, Jesus is calling us to adopt a long-term investment
strategy.

Think about the fate of all our earthly treasures. Isn’t Jesus
right? Won’t they either wear out, break down, rust, become
outdated, or get stolen? And even if none of this happens, we
can’t hold on to earthly wealth forever, can we? “Either it
leaves us while we live, or we leave it when we die.”{18} So
is it really smart to pour all our time and energy into the



accumulation  of  earthly  treasures?  Is  this  really  a  wise
investment strategy?

We’ve  been  discussing  issues  raised  by  Randy  Alcorn’s
excellent book, The Law of Rewards. I can think of no better
way to conclude than with this powerful and thought-provoking
citation:

Gather your family and go visit a junkyard or a dump. Look
at all the piles of “treasures” that were formerly Christmas
and birthday presents. Point out things that people worked
long hours to buy and paid hundreds of dollars for, that
children  quarreled  about,  friendships  were  lost  over,
honesty was sacrificed for, and marriages broke up over.
Look at the remnants of gadgets and furnishings that now lie
useless after their brief life span. Remind yourself that
most of what you own will one day end up in a junkyard like
this. And even if it survives on earth for a while, you
won’t. . . . When you examine the junkyard, ask yourself
this question: ‘When all that I ever owned lies abandoned,
broken, useless, and forgotten, what will I have done with
my life that will last for eternity?{19}

Notes
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“What Will Keep Us From Being
Jealous About Others’ Rewards
in Heaven?”
If Christians in heaven are given different amounts of rewards
in heaven, what prevents us from being jealous over other
people’s reward in heaven? I know that our body, mind, and
soul all changed after we have got into heaven and that we
should have no thoughts about jealousy. But if that is true,
are we just like dummies, where we just think about good
things?  Are  we  prevented  from  thinking  about  jealousy  in
heaven? How can God prevent us from ever sinning again in
heaven if He doesn’t mind control us, because Angels in heaven
were once good, but Satan turned bad. How can an angel turn
bad? If God wasn’t able to prevent angels from turning bad,
how can He prevent people in heaven from turning bad without
mind controlling them?
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Boy, lots of questions! Let me do my best:

If  Christians  in  heaven  are  given  different  amounts  of
rewards in heaven, what prevents us from being jealous over
other people’s reward in heaven? I know that our body, mind,
and soul all changed after we have got into heaven and that
we should have no thoughts about jealousy.

The best way to understand this that I have encountered is
this: When we become a Christian, God gives us a new heart,
and He comes to dwell in our spirits. Our spirits are the part
of us that were designed to be indwelled by God, but ever
since the fall of Adam, all of us were born with our spirits
dead. At salvation they become alive.

Now imagine that He plants a tiny seed of new life in our
spirits at salvation. As we trust and obey Him, as we learn to
love Him, as we pursue growth through prayer, Bible study,
discipleship and submission, our spirit grows. Some people’s
growth is much greater than others who are content to coast
along in spiritual mediocrity. (That has something to do with
the differing rewards in heaven, too.) So our spirits can grow
bigger and stronger inside. On the outside is our flesh, that
part of us that functions apart from God—our own strength and
power. This is the part of us where jealousy dwells (as well
as other fruits of the flesh in Galatians 5:19-21).

It has been suggested that at death, our flesh disappears,
leaving our spirits and souls (personalities) to enter heaven.
(That would make sense, since our flesh is unholy and only
holy things can be in heaven.) So there we are in heaven, with
whatever  level  of  spiritual  maturity  and  growth  we  had
attained at death. No matter how “big” our spirits are, there
is nothing in those God-indwelled, God-built spirits that can
be jealous like our flesh was. It’s sort of like what happens
after  you  have  an  appendectomy  or  a  tonsillectomy—there’s
nothing  there  to  get  infected  anymore,  so  you  can’t  get
appendicitis or tonsillitis. It’s gone forever. Our flesh is



“infected” with sin, so after the flesh falls away at death,
there’s no spiritual infection anymore.

But if that is true, are we just like dummies, where we just
think about good things? Are we prevented from thinking
about jealousy in heaven?

Let’s  go  back  to  my  appendectomy  illustration.  Would  you
remember the pain of appendicitis after your appendix is out?
Sure. Would you want your appendix back? Not usually! We’ll
remember feeling jealous like all our other sins, and we’ll be
delighted to be rid of the infection of our sin. It will be
like returning to health after a long illness, except that it
will be more like gaining a new dimension of health we have
never experienced on earth. It’s not that we’ll be robots,
unable to think anything but “happy thoughts”. . . We will be
free to ONLY think good thoughts and ONLY do good things, for
the first time in our lives. That will be true freedom—to be
the  people  we  were  created  to  be,  without  the  dragging,
disgusting, difficult influence of sinful flesh.

Or, to give another illustration, have you ever had a shopping
cart with a wobbly wheel that kept veering off course when you
wanted to go straight? It takes a lot of energy to make it go
in the direction you want to go because of that corrupt,
wobbly wheel. In heaven, it will be like having four perfect
wheels that always take you where your true self wants to
go—in ways that always glorify and please God. And you!

How can God prevent us from ever sinning again in heaven if
He doesn’t mind control us?

This is a great time to point to the Lord Jesus as the perfect
example of what mankind was supposed to be. The First Adam
sinned and became so much less than what God intended us to
be;  but  Jesus,  the  Second  Adam,  showed  us  what  Adam’s
character would have looked like without sin. How did God the
Father prevent God the Son from sinning when He was on earth?



He didn’t have to: the very nature of God the Son was to do
the will of God and GLORY in that obedience and fellowship
with the Father. Just as the nature of a fruit tree is to bear
fruit and the nature of a domestic dog is to love and be loyal
to its master, the true nature of man is to love God and enjoy
Him forever. When we’re in heaven, all the things that prevent
us from being the people God made us to be will have been
taken out of the way, and we will be free to be who we really
are.  There  won’t  be  anything  in  heaven  tempting  us  or
influencing us to sin, because the part that is vulnerable to
sin (our flesh) will be gone. Just like the inflamed appendix.

because Angels in heaven were once good, but Satan turned
bad. How can an angel turn bad? If God wasn’t able to
prevent angels from turning bad, how can He prevent people
in heaven from turning bad without mind controlling them.

The angels, like us, had the gift of choice, to serve and obey
God, or to rebel. God gave them the choice for the same reason
He gave US the choice: because He wants to be freely wanted
and pursued and loved, just like we do! They made their choice
sometime between the creation of the world and the fall of
Adam. They have been living with the eternal consequences of
that choice ever since, either for good or for evil. When
we’re in heaven, we will be living with the delightful eternal
consequences of our choice to trust Christ. It’s not a matter
of God mind-controlling us—it’s a matter of God saying, “OK,
the fight is over, now enjoy the freedom that comes with
having  made  the  right  choice  on  earth.  Your  true  heart’s
desire to BE good and DO good won’t be compromised by your
flesh here in heaven. Enjoy!” That’s a long way from making us
puppets. It’s like my privilege as a parent to say to my
about-grown kids, “I’m so glad you chose to spend the weekend
here with us instead of out carousing with people bent on
self-indulgence  and  destruction.  I’ve  made  your  favorite
dinner and I’d like to take you to your favorite store and get
you a gift. Enjoy the fruits of your wise choice!” That’s not



controlling my sons—it’s lavishing love on them. You could ask
them if they feel that their dad and I are controlling them,
and they’d look at you like, “Huh?”

I hope this helps.

Sue Bohlin
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“Help  Me  Understand  Rewards
in Heaven”
Dear Sue,

I want to ask about different rewards in heaven. In some
classes I’ve been told that everyone is equal in heaven and
there are no levels. Other classes seem to indicate that it is
the way you live on earth and the deposits you make in heaven
on the rewards you receive. I know that believing in Jesus
Christ as your Savior guarantees your salvation, but I am a
little confused on the levels in heaven and what this means.
I’ve  even  been  told  that  it  is  just  different  people’s
interpretation. Please help me understand!

The  confusion  usually  comes  from  people  confusing  the
differences between SALVATION and REWARDS. Salvation is a free
gift, but rewards are earned by our works after we are saved.
No one’s works will ever earn them salvation—the only ones
that count are the ones we perform after becoming a Christian.
Salvation is a present reality, but our rewards will be given
in the future, in heaven.
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They will be given at the Judgment Seat of Christ (you may
hear some people call it by the Greek word, bema [bay-ma] ),
when our works (NOT our sins, which were paid for at the
Cross) will be tested and judged.

2  Corinthians  5:10  says,  “We  must  all  appear  before  the
judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may be paid back
according to what he has done while in the body, whether good
or evil.” Similarly, Romans 14:10, 12 says, “We will all stand
before the Judgment Seat of God. . . and each one of us will
give an account of himself to God.”

1 Corinthians 3:9-15 describes what will happen: God will test
our works by the fire of motive. If we did things in His
strength  and  for  His  glory,  they  will  pass  through  the
refining fire and emerge as gold, silver and costly stones. If
we did things in our own flesh and for our glory or for the
earthly payoff, we will have gotten all our strokes on earth,
and the works will be burned up, not making it through the
testing “fire.” (Those works are referred to as wood, hay and
straw, which are easily consumed by flame.)

There are various kinds of rewards, but the Bible doesn’t give
a lot of information.

Matthew 10:41 talks about a prophet’s reward, a righteous
person’s reward, and a disciple’s reward.

Then there are crowns:

James 1:12 and Revelation 2:10 refer to the “crown of
life” for those who endure, remaining faithful under
trials  and  persecution.  (Some  have  called  this  the
martyr’s crown.)
2 Timothy 4:7-8 refers to the “crown of righteousness”
for those who loved the Lord’s coming and lived holy
lives in anticipation of His return.
1 Peter 5:4 promises the “crown of glory” to those who
shepherd God’s flock with faithfulness.



Philippians  4:1  and  1  Thessalonians  2:19  refer  to
beloved  believers  that  Paul  calls  his  “crown  of
exultation  (or  rejoicing).”

All these crowns use the Greek word stephanos, which is the
crown made of foliage and placed on the head of the victor of
a competition.

But it can be made of precious metals as well. Rulers’ crowns
symbolize dominion and authority over people, and sure enough,
God’s rewards include dominion and authority:

Revelation 2:26—”He who overcomes, and he who keeps My deeds
until the end, to him I will give authority over the nations,
and he shall rule them with a rod of iron.” This goes along
with  one  of  the  parables  in  Luke  19:17  where  the  master
rewards the servant who was a faithful steward of his money;
he says, “because you were faithful in a very little thing,
you are to be in authority over ten cities.”

Revelation  2:17—In  this  book  written  to  people  undergoing
persecution, Jesus promises, “To him who overcomes, I will
give some of the hidden manna, and I will give him a white
stone, and a new name, written on the stone which no one knows
but he who receives it.”

We can also lose our rewards (2 John 8), and it’s possible for
someone to take our crown (Revelation 3:11). So, no wonder God
calls us to be faithful and persevering all the way to the
end!

I’m so glad you asked this, because I’ve heard people say, “If
those who become Christians as small children end up in the
same place (heaven) as those who trust Christ moments before
they die, then why spend your whole life serving God?” That’s
because  they  don’t  understand  that  what  happens  at  the
Judgment Seat of Christ will be very, very different for these
two people. Our lives in heaven will be determined by the
choices, sacrifices, and actions of earth. Some will be very



wealthy, and others will be “barely there.” 1 Corinthians 3:15
says that the deeds of some people will be burned up, and they
will  suffer  loss;  they  will  be  saved,  but  only  as  those
escaping through the flames. It will be like watching your
house burn to the ground with every single thing you own in
it. . . lost. On the other hand, lots of people will see their
works shown for the high quality that they are, and they will
be rewarded exceedingly well because God is so generous.

I hope this helps!

Sue Bohlin
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