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 Living in Perilous Times, Part 3 
 
As we approach this passage I do so mindful that we have a stacked deck against us.  First we must deal 
with our default program hard-wired into our being.  In the beginning, God deigned to enter into a 
relationship with man- a relationship predicated upon our conduct.1

Now though we are saved by grace alone, NOT on account of the works we have done BUT on account 
of the work of Christ on our behalf, nevertheless the passion still remains intact.  We’re saved by grace, 
but we endeavor to merit God’s continued approval.  We’re saved on account of Christ’s imputed 

  If we obeyed God, we would keep 
our salvation.  If we disobeyed God, we would suffer the consequences in the form of death. 
 
Accordingly God created us to live in this environment and so instilled in every man a passion to relate 
to God on the basis of their conduct. 
 

Romans 10:2-3, “For I bear them witness that they have a zeal for God, but not in accordance with 
knowledge. For not knowing about God’s [imputed] righteousness, and seeking to establish their 
own [by law keeping], they did not subject themselves to the [they did not accept the imputed] 
righteousness of God.” 

 

                                                      
1 This is commonly called the Covenant of Works, Compare Genesis 2:15-17 
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righteousness, but we endeavor to build on that righteousness with the labors of our hands.  Thus Paul 
wrote to a group of Christians living as though their tainted and sinful work could possibly merit God’s 
approval and properly placed the blame where it belonged when things did not work out correctly: 
 

Galatians 2:18, “For if I rebuild what I have once destroyed, I prove myself to be a transgressor.” 
 
In other words, the problem is not with God.  When I think my righteous efforts have earned me 
something from God, and He doesn’t pay up, the problem is with me! 
 

Galatians 3:3, “Are you so foolish? Having begun by the Spirit, are you now being perfected by the 
flesh?” 

 
I hope you see that this is a very real part of our constitution as image bearers.  We’re saved by the work 
of Christ and so ought to relate to God on the basis of Christ and Christ alone.  But we resurrect the 
system of works righteousness and so insist on approaching God because  of our works: 
 

• We haven’t missed a quiet time in three months.   
• We haven’t engaged in a particular sin in over a week.   
• We do good things. 

 
That’s the first problem as we approach this text.  The second problem is that then there is the world in 
which we live.  The world reinforces our default programming.  Paul described how our world functions: 
 

Romans 4:4, “Now to the one who works, his wage is not reckoned as a favor, but as what is due…” 
 
Whether it be on account of our jobs, our rearing, our schooling, the extra-curricular activities in which 
we engage, we are taught everywhere and in every place that God helps those who help themselves.   
 

• If you study hard, you will earn a good grade.   
• If you work while others are playing, you deserve a better house.   
• If you win the race, you receive a reward. 

 
Now don’t misunderstand, I’m not bucking the system. Again this is how God made us. The person who 
studies hard, gets the better grades, and ought to get the scholarship.  The individual who sacrifices in 
order to attain the better degree ought to receive the better wage.  That is the world in which we live.  
 
The point you must see is that not only are we, but so also is our world hard-wired to relate to God and 
one another on the basis of our merit.  For us to intelligibly address the passage before us, we must 
 

• Divorce ourselves from this hard-wiring.   
• Reaffirm that God’s acceptance of us has and will forever be based on the work of Christ on our 

behalf, and so…   
• Approach this text with that conviction. 

 
John wrote this passage NOT to frighten us, enslave us, or discourage us, BUT to inspire the genuine 
servant of the Lord unto sobriety and the passionate pursuit of Christ. Yet if you are going to listen as 
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one who thinks that the work of your hands is necessary to maintain God’s good opinion of you, then 
this morning’s text is going to be bad news. It will be enslaving, discouraging, and hard to receive. 
 
So I exhort you, put on the mind of Christ, and let us gaze upon this text through the eye of grace. 
 
Our Reward 
 
John is writing at a time when false shepherds were everywhere.  They had crept into the church, and 
through academic fascination and/or an appeal to the sensual, they were attempting to lure men and 
women of God away from Christ.  Thus in his warning against these “workers of deceit,” John set before 
the child of God the reason why they should take the warning seriously. For there is much hanging in the 
balance:  our reward. 
 

2 John 8, “watch yourselves, that you might not lose what we2

• Number 1: Though we are saved by grace, nevertheless we can earn eternal riches by what we 
do as children of God.   

 have accomplished, but that you may 
receive a full reward.” 

 
Filtering this through our default programming, many in the church have taken this and the many other 
passages which speak of the Christian’s reward and concluded these things: 
 

• Number 2: Though God redeemed us according to the kind intention of His will, the doctrine of 
rewards places God in our debt. 

 
Roman Catholic theology is riddled with the concept of merit.  According to the Council of Trent, Canon 
XXXII: 
 

“If any one saith, that the good works of one that is justified are in such manner the gifts of God, as 
that they are not also the good merits of him that is justified...let him be anathema.” 

 
Melanchthon, who was the co-founder of the Lutheran church and author of the Formula of Concord, 
wrote this: 
 

“We teach that good works are meritorious- not for the forgiveness of sins, grace, nor justification 
(for we obtain these only by faith) but for other physical and spiritual rewards in this life and in that 
which is to come...”3

“God will reward us out of proportion to the work we have done.  Though it appears that He would 

 
 
Erwin Lutzer the pastor of Moody Church in Chicago wrote this: 
 

                                                      
2 The original is not clear as to whether John here is saying, “Watch yourselves, that you might not lose what [WE or YOU] 
have accomplished…” The NASB has opted with what most believe to be the preferred reading, “we.” Yet regardless of 
whether it is “we” or “you,” the urgency of the command remains the same (for what John accomplished ultimately resulted 
in spiritual benefit for the recipients of this letter, that is, the Christian’s full reward). At stake therefore was the Christian’s 
reward such that John exhorted, “Don’t endure the teaching of a deceiver for it could have a very negative impact when it 
comes to your eternal reward!” 
3  Quoted in Erwin Lutzer’s Your Eternal Reward, page 14. 
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have no reason to reward us, He has placed Himself under a loving obligation to do so.”4

“Whoever, then, deduces merit of works from this, or weighs works and reward together, wanders 
very far from God’s own plan.”

 
 
Now while many theologians rightly reject this teaching- for example John Calvin, after discussing the 
relationship between our works in this life and the reward awaiting us in heaven, wrote this: 
 

5

                                                      
4  Your Eternal Reward, page 15. 
5  Institutes, III, xviii, 4. 

 
 
So, while many rightly reject the teaching of merit when it comes to our eternal reward, yet amazingly 
very few provide any suggestion as to what the Word of God is saying when it speaks of the Christian’s 
reward (I’ve got 11 commentaries on 2 John and not one addressed the content of the reward 
mentioned here). And that is a disservice since the doctrine of rewards is found throughout God’s word. 
 

Jeremiah 31:16a, “Thus says the Lord, ‘Restrain your voice from weeping, and your eyes from tears; 
for your work shall be rewarded,’ declares the Lord…” 

 
In light of Ruth’s sacrifice this is what Boaz said: 
 

Ruth 2:12, “May the Lord reward your work, and your wages be full from the Lord, the God of Israel, 
under whose wings you have come to seek refuge.” 

 
Hebrews 11:24, 26,  “By faith Moses, when he had grown up, refused to be called the son of 
Pharaoh’s daughter… considering the reproach of Christ greater riches than the treasures of Egypt; 
for he was looking to the reward.” 

 
Matthew 5:11-12a,  “Blessed are you when men cast insults at you, and persecute you, and say all 
kinds of evil against you falsely, on account of Me. Rejoice, and be glad, for your reward in heaven is 
great…” 

 
Some at this point say, “Yes, we receive a reward as Christians, but it is the reward that Christ Himself 
earned for us.”  In other words, to these people there is no reward other than the gift of justification.  
Yet Scripture won’t allow us to conclude that.  Talking about servants of Christ Paul wrote this: 
 

1 Corinthians 3:8, “Now he who plants and he who waters are one; but each will receive his own 
reward [in accordance with] his own labor.” 

 
1 Corinthians 3:11-14, “For no man can lay a foundation other than the one which is laid, which is 
Jesus Christ. Now if any man builds upon the foundation with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, 
hay, straw, each man’s work will become evident; for the day will show it, because it is to be 
revealed with fire; and the fire itself will test the quality of each man’s work. If any man’s work 
which he has built upon it remains, he shall receive a reward.” 

 
Revelation 22:12,  “Behold, I am coming quickly, and My reward is with Me, to render to every man 
according to what he has done.” 
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2 John 8, “Watch yourselves, that you might not lose what we have accomplished, but that you may 
receive a full reward.” 

 
Clearly what we do as children of God on this side of the grave has implications as to what you and I are 
going to enjoy in eternity future.  Robert Yarbrough, among many voices, said this: 
 

“…it can hardly be denied that there was in the early church a dominical and apostolic tradition 
[IOW, both Christ and the apostles taught] that Christian beliefs and behavior carried with them the 
promise of eternal benefit. At the same time, sub-Christian beliefs and behavior would have 
disastrous results…”6

• Question: What is the difference between the following two phrases:  If you eat your vegetables 
you will get $5.00. And if you eat your vegetables you will get healthy.  If you clean the yard you 
will get $5.00. And if you clean the yard you will get in shape.  

 
 
Yet what does that mean? What is implied in God’s word when “rewards” are promised to the Christian 
on account of his labor? In fact, if there is any confusion, let me add to it. 
 
The word for “reward” in the Bible- in our text this morning- is the word for “wage” 
(misthon//misqo;n) and is translated that way in Matthew 20:8; Luke 10:7; John 4:36; Romans 4:4; 
James 5:4; 2 Peter 2:15.  From this we conclude that what we do in this life as children of God results in 
a reward;  that is, the payment of a wage! 
 
Truly there is need for clarity on this point,  a clarity which so few scholars seem willing to provide. Yet 
that’s not to say that scholarship is completely silent when it comes to the Bible’s teaching on rewards. 
In my studies over the years I have discovered a minority of men — people like Berkouwer, Calvin, 
Hoekema, Edwards, Hendriksen, Boston, Morris — who have addressed the question of rewards head 
on. When you look at their treatment of the issue this is what is learned. 
 
First, a distinction is made between the law of merit and the law of cause and effect.   

• Answer: One is a statement of merit; the other is a description of effect or result.   
 
And that is the case when it comes to the Biblical teaching on reward.   When the Bible talks about 
reward for the believer, what is in mind is NOT merit BUT a cause/effect relationship.  Hoekema put it 
this way: 
 

“The relation between our works and our future reward ought, however, to be understood not in a 
mechanical but rather in an organic way.  When one has studied music and has attained some 
proficiency in playing a musical instrument, his capacity for enjoying music has been greatly 
increased. In a similar way, our devotion to Christ and to service in his kingdom increases our 
capacity for enjoying the blessings of that kingdom, both now and in the life to come.  Leon Morris 
puts it aptly: ‘Here and now the man who gives himself wholeheartedly to the service of Christ 
knows more of the joy of the Lord than the half-hearted. We have no warrant from the New 
Testament for thinking that it will be otherwise in heaven.’”7

                                                      
6 1-3 John, BECNT, pages  345-346. 
7  The Bible and the Future, p. 264. 
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If you labor tirelessly for the Lord in this life, you will receive much by way of reward.  However, this 
reward is not given on account of merit (what is due), but as a result of a life dedicated to the Lord.8

• Co-reigning with Christ on 12 thrones.   

 
 
If that is true, then what is the reward promised to the Christian? What is the reward spoken about in 
our text this morning? 
 
You will note that while the concept of “reward” is found throughout God’s word, rarely is the content 
of the reward defined.  Yet that is not to say that it isn’t.  In Matthew 19, Christ is responding to Peter’s 
declaration that he and the other disciples had sacrificed much for Christ. 
 

Matthew 19:28-29, “Truly I say to you, that you who have followed Me, in the regeneration when 
the Son of Man will sit on His glorious throne, you also shall sit upon twelve thrones, judging the 
twelve tribes of Israel.  And everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother 
or children or farms for My name’s sake, shall receive many times as much, and shall inherit eternal 
life.” 

 
Now no matter how you “slice it,” this passage describes “Eternal Life” as the CHIEF reward of the 
Christian. 
 
Truly, eternal life is more precious and more important than  
 

• Judging the earth with Christ.   
• And the “many times as much” reward that Christ references here. 

 
So “eternal life” is the reward when it comes to our service as Christians. Yet what does that mean? For 
this we turn to John 17. 
 

John 17:3, “And this is eternal life, that they may know Thee, the only true God, and Jesus Christ 
whom Thou hast sent.” 

 
From time to time throughout the years I have returned to this passage in our study of God’s word.  
What we discover here is that eternal life is NOT something that we all equally enjoy or share; RATHER 
eternal life is nothing less than a mutable, love-relationship with Christ.   
 

John 17:3,  “And this is eternal life, that they may know Thee…” 
 
The word for “know” here is ginosko (ginwvskw) which is a relational term in the Bible.   
 

Genesis 4:17, “Cain knew his wife and she conceived”- the word for “know” in the Septuagint (LXX) 

                                                      
8 The “wage” or “reward” (misthon//misqo;n) given to the Christian at the end of his life is NOT something he has merited 
from God, BUT that which is the result of a lifetime of service in His name. Don’t we have this use of “wage” in our vocabulary? 
It is usually negative. Yes, the one who works 8 hours expects to receive a wage. But, the one who cheats other people in life 
or takes advantage of them, don’t we say, “they are going to get what’s coming to them”? We don’t mean by this that they 
earning a literal wage. Yet we do see a cause/effect relationship in terms of a wage for those who live by deceit. The 
consequence is that they typically are undone by deceit. 
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again is ginosko (ginwvskw). 
 

Amos 3:2, “You only have I chosen (lit. “known”) among all the families of the earth.” 
 
This doesn’t mean that God is limited when it comes to His knowledge of those on the earth- He is 
Omniscient. Rather, this means that of all the peoples of the earth, only with Israel did God enter into an 
intimate relationship!  Where we read of Christ’s words to the reprobate on the Last Day Christ declares: 
“I never knew you” (Matthew 7:23). 
 
Again this doesn’t mean that Christ will have had no knowledge of these unbelievers while they were 
living on the earth. But rather, that Christ did not have an intimate relationship with them as their Savior 
and Lord! 
 
When John 17:3 equates eternal life the Christian’s reward with the mutable (not “loose-able”) 
relationship of knowing Christ, we understand the essence of the Christian’s reward.  It is an 
ever-deepening level of intimacy and communion with Christ. Truly to labor 50 years on this earth for 
Christ is to grow in one’s capacity to love and enjoy the Lord.  And thus, the reward awaiting all who 
deny themselves and live for Christ today, forgo the passing pleasures of sin “looking for the reward” 
(Hebrews 11:25, 26), is a greater intimacy and communion with Christ both now and in the age to come! 
 

Revelation 21:7,  “He who overcomes shall inherit these things (the privileges of Heaven), and I will 
be his God and he will be My son.” 

 
And so speaking of the child of God and their reward, Hendriksen wrote this: 
 

“...the redeemed will resemble the gradually opening petals of a flower.  At first such a flower has 
room for only a few dewdrops, but the more it opens up, the greater its capacity becomes.”9

“The saints are like so many vessels of different sizes cast into a sea of happiness where every vessel 
is full: this is eternal life, for a man ever to have his capacity filled... (M357)”

 
 
Jonathan Edwards put it this way this: 
 

10

“O plentiful harvest, following upon the seed of good works [notice Boston’s view of reward: they 
were not merited but grew from a seed called ‘good works’]!... A visit to the sick saint, repaid by 
Christ Himself... A visit made to a poor prisoner for the cause of Christ, repaid with a visit from the 
Judge of all, taking away the visitant with Him to the palace of heaven, there to be forever with 
Himself! These things will be matter of everlasting wonder...”

 
 
Thomas Boston added his voice to the chorus: 
 

11

And so, it is true that if we live as we ought in the flesh; diligently serving God, at the day of God’s final 
judgment we shall receive a reward.  However, this reward is nothing less than a greater enjoying of God, 

 
 

                                                      
9  The Bible on the Life Hereafter, p. 94. 
10  Quoted in John Gerstner’s The Rationale Biblical Theology of Jonathan Edwards, Vol. 3, p. 552. 
11  Human Nature in its Fourfold State, p. 418. 
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His beauty and His glory.12

• How much gold am I going to receive from God at the end of the rainbow of my life?   

  This it should be no surprise to read of the ultimate reward of the five and 
two Talent Slaves. Notice it is NOT 5 more talents or 2 more talents; that has reference to a broadened 
ministry, BUT the declaration, “...enter into the joy of your master” (Matthew 25:21). 
 
Now in light of this and the declaration in our text, you must see that what rests in the balance as we 
live, move, and have our being on this side of the grave as Christians is NOT  
 

• Will I get a bigger mansion in glory?   
• What is the crown that awaits me? 

 
BUT how large will be my capacity for loving and enjoying Christ tomorrow and in the age to come?! 
Thus, when John places in the balance “receiving a full reward” (v. 8) as what might be forfeited if we do 
not heed the message of this text and so act with discernment as to 
 

• What we listen to.   
• Whom we give our heart.   
• Whom we follow. 

 
Anyone who cares at all about Christ ought to sit up and listen. We must indeed: 
 

• Equip ourselves to test the spirits, 1 John 4:1; 2 John 7b.   
• Watch ourselves very carefully, 2 John 8a.   
• Discriminate and so make judgments about the validity of a pastor, preacher, and teacher, 2 John 

10. 
 
To plead ignorance or ill-preparedness is potentially to give yourself to a false teaching and so hinder the 
eternal life granted you in Christ- which is a love-relationship with the Lord. 
 
Family of God, you cannot hear John’s concern for the Christian’s reward without walking away with the 
conviction that we must ever and always guard our walk with Christ 
 

• At every moment.   
• In every place.   
• With every decision we make. 

 
What rests in the balance is our reward- specifically the depth and intimacy of our walk with Christ. 
 
Accordingly, let us be sober! Let us wake up! Let us realize what’s really going on in our life on a daily 
basis!  Solomon said it this way: 
 

Song of Solomon  2:15,  “Catch the foxes for us, the little foxes that are ruining the vineyards, while 
our vineyards are in blossom.” 

                                                      
12  This is so because there is an organic relationship between the present life and the life to come. 
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The “vineyard” of Solomon’s love relationship with his wife was not threatened by the obvious 
 

• Famine.  
• Drought.   
• Warfare.   
• Disease.   
• Neglect. 

 
But the subtle and deceptive foxes which sneak in at night.  Likewise if our love-relationship with Christ;  
our reward,  is going to be compromised in any way more often than not it WON’T be on account of 
 

• Persecution.   
• Conflict.   
• Direct Satanic attacks against the church. 

 
It will be compromised by the subtleties of life.   
 

• Valuing momentary pleasure over fellowshipping with Christ.   
• Wanting the fellowship of a person more than the fellowship of Christ.   
• Sitting NOT under false teaching, BUT the teaching that is just a little off.  
• Sitting NOT at the feet of the heretic or apostate teacher, BUT at the feet of the deceiver who 

comes in sheep’s clothing but inwardly is a ravenous wolf. 
 
Accordingly, John sounds a grave warning. 
 

2 John 8, “Watch yourselves, that you might not lose what we have accomplished, but that you may 
receive a full reward.” 

 
As ones who value our fellowship with Christ more than life, John’s warning here ought to sober us.  
What lies in the balance with this issue and many other issues in the Christian life is the depth and 
intimacy of our walk with Christ.  May God give us the grace zealously to guard and protect it. 
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About Bethel Presbyterian Church  
The Bethel Presbyterian Church Ministry of the Word is published regularly.  
 

VISIT US WHEN IN Broomfield, COLORADO  
Feel free to visit Bethel Presbyterian Church when in Broomfield, Colorado. Bethel Presbyterian Church 
meets at Broomfield High School, Eagle (10th Street) and Main, Broomfield, Colorado. The telephone 
number of the church is 303-469-6912. The worship services are at 9:30 a.m. and 6:00 p.m. each Sunday. 
Bethel Presbyterian Church is a member of the Orthodox Presbyterian Church.  
  
All our sermons can be accessed via the World Wide Web.  The recording for this sermon (the last few 
minutes were not recorded because of a power outage during the sermon) and these notes can be 
found at  The Christian's Reward .  The web address for all sermons at Bethel Presbyterian Church can be 
found out as follows: http://bethelpresbyterian.sermonaudio.com  

About the Preacher  
Greg Thurston preached this sermon on April 5, 2009.  Greg is the preacher at Bethel Presbyterian 
Church. 
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