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The Five Crowns of the Believer 

Rewards Worth Running For 

There are some subjects in the Bible that modern Christianity handles like a man carrying 
dynamite through a nursery—nervously, awkwardly, and usually with the hope that nobody 
asks too many questions. Rewards are one of them. Mention salvation by grace, and 
everybody knows the vocabulary. Mention Heaven, and everybody smiles. Mention eternal 
security, and half the room relaxes. But start talking about the Judgment Seat of Christ, 
crowns, loss of reward, faithful service, discipline, endurance, soul winning, doctrinal 
steadfastness, and the possibility that two saved men can arrive in Heaven with very 
different accounts of what they did after salvation, and suddenly the room gets quiet. Yet 
the New Testament does not whisper about rewards. Paul tells the believer to run “that ye 
may obtain” (1 Corinthians 9:24). He warns that a man’s work can burn while “he himself 
shall be saved; yet so as by fire” (1 Corinthians 3:15). He looks ahead to a “crown of 
righteousness” (2 Timothy 4:8). Peter speaks of a “crown of glory that fadeth not away” (1 
Peter 5:4). James speaks of the “crown of life” (James 1:12). The Bible is not embarrassed 
by crowns. Men are. 

This series is going to deal with the five great crowns associated with faithful service, 
endurance, spiritual discipline, gospel labor, love for Christ’s appearing, and shepherding 
responsibility. We are going to take them one at a time and then take them apart far enough 
to see what God actually said rather than what religious tradition has painted around them. 
The incorruptible crown, the crown of rejoicing, the crown of righteousness, the crown of 
life, and the crown of glory are not five decorative pieces of heavenly jewelry handed out 
because everybody showed up. They are connected with specific kinds of faithfulness. God 
does not dangle meaningless rewards before His children. If He tells a man to run for 
something, there is something worth obtaining. If He warns that reward can be lost, there is 
something worth losing. If He promises a crown, the crown means something because the 
One giving it means something. 

The first thing that must be nailed down so firmly that no works-salvation carpenter can 
pull it loose is this: crowns are not salvation. Eternal life is the gift of God. “The gift of God is 
eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord” (Romans 6:23). A gift is not a wage. A gift is not a 
medal. A gift is not something a sinner earns by performing well enough to impress God. 
Jesus Christ paid for salvation with His own blood. He died for our sins, was buried, and 
rose again the third day according to the Scriptures (1 Corinthians 15:3–4). The sinner who 
trusts Him is saved by grace through faith, “not of works, lest any man should boast” 
(Ephesians 2:8–9). But after salvation comes service, and service comes under 
examination. The foundation is Christ. What the believer builds on that foundation is 



another matter entirely. Confuse those two truths and you either turn grace into wages or 
turn eternal security into an excuse for laziness. The Bible does neither. 

That is where the Judgment Seat of Christ comes in. “For we must all appear before the 
judgment seat of Christ” (2 Corinthians 5:10). Paul is writing to believers. He is not hauling 
the Body of Christ before the Great White Throne and threatening saved people with the 
lake of fire. The issue there is not whether Christ’s blood was enough. It was. The issue is 
what was done in the body, whether good or bad, and what sort of work survives divine 
examination. First Corinthians 3 describes gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, and 
stubble. Fire has a wonderful way of settling arguments about quality. Wood can be 
polished. Hay can be stacked impressively. Stubble can fill a warehouse. Then fire arrives, 
and suddenly quantity is not nearly as impressive as it looked on the annual report. The 
Judgment Seat is where earthly appearance meets heavenly reality. 

The crowns belong inside that framework. They are not salvation badges. They are rewards 
connected with faithful service under the eye of Christ. The incorruptible crown confronts 
the believer with discipline. Paul says the runner is “temperate in all things” and then 
declares, “I keep under my body, and bring it into subjection” (1 Corinthians 9:25, 27). That 
crown goes after the flesh where it lives. Appetite. Laziness. Comfort. Distraction. Lust. 
Entertainment. Time. Self-control. The body makes a wonderful servant and a terrible lord, 
and a Christian who lets his flesh write the schedule will eventually discover that the flesh 
has no retirement plan for eternal reward. The incorruptible crown reminds us that 
temporary denial can produce eternal gain. 

Then there is the crown of rejoicing, connected with people reached through gospel labor. 
Paul looks at the Thessalonian believers and asks, “For what is our hope, or joy, or crown of 
rejoicing?” Then he answers, “Are not even ye in the presence of our Lord Jesus Christ at his 
coming?” (1 Thessalonians 2:19). Paul’s crown had faces. That ought to sober a generation 
fascinated with statistics. Numbers are useful when they tell the truth, but a soul is not a 
mark on a board. A soul is a human being who will exist forever. The crown of rejoicing drags 
soul winning out of the realm of boasting and puts it where it belongs—under the eye of 
Christ. Did we care about people, or did we care about reporting people? Did we preach the 
gospel clearly, or did we rush people through religious language so we could add another 
number to the newsletter? Heaven keeps better records than the evangelistic scoreboard. 

The crown of righteousness looks in another direction—upward. Paul says that crown is 
laid up not only for him, “but unto all them also that love his appearing” (2 Timothy 4:8). 
Notice the word: love. Not merely believe in it. Not merely teach it. Not merely draw a chart 
about it. Love it. That crown gets into the believer’s affections. A man can defend the pre-
tribulation Rapture with twenty verses and still live as though he hopes the Lord waits until 



after every earthly plan has been completed. The blessed hope is supposed to do more 
than organize prophecy. It is supposed to reorganize life. Secret sin looks different when 
you remember the trumpet could sound. Grudges look different. Money looks different. 
Unfinished obedience looks different. The world’s applause looks embarrassingly small 
when compared with hearing from the Lord. 

The crown of life brings us under pressure. James says, “Blessed is the man that endureth 
temptation” (James 1:12), and Revelation 2:10 speaks of faithfulness unto death and the 
crown of life. Those passages must be rightly divided, not blended together as though every 
verse in the Bible was written to the same people under the same conditions. James 
addresses the twelve tribes scattered abroad. Revelation has its own prophetic setting. But 
the principle stands clear enough to knock the props out from under soft Christianity: God 
notices endurance. Comfort hides things that pressure exposes. Anybody can sing when 
the bills are paid, the body feels good, the family agrees, the church applauds, and the road 
is level. The test comes when truth costs something. The crown of life reminds us that God 
sees what men endure because they refuse to sell conviction for relief. 

Then there is the crown of glory, connected with shepherding. Peter writes, “Feed the flock 
of God which is among you” and warns the elders not to serve for filthy lucre, not by 
constraint, and not “as being lords over God’s heritage” (1 Peter 5:2–3). Then comes the 
promise: “And when the chief Shepherd shall appear, ye shall receive a crown of glory that 
fadeth not away” (1 Peter 5:4). That passage ought to be posted over every pulpit and office 
door in the land. The flock belongs to God. The heritage belongs to God. The shepherd is 
temporary. The pulpit is not a throne. The congregation is not private property. Ministry is 
not a business wearing a clerical collar. The Chief Shepherd is coming back, and every 
undershepherd will answer for how he treated sheep purchased with blood he did not 
shed. 

Each crown therefore exposes a different weakness in the flesh. The incorruptible crown 
exposes lack of discipline. The crown of rejoicing exposes selfish ministry and careless 
evangelism. The crown of righteousness exposes worldliness and a heart that says it wants 
Christ while settling comfortably into the present world. The crown of life exposes what we 
do when obedience becomes costly. The crown of glory exposes pride, greed, domination, 
and ambition in spiritual leadership. Five crowns. Five pressure points. Five reminders that 
salvation does not end the Christian life; it begins it. The gospel gets you into Christ. What 
you do after you are in Christ is headed toward examination. 

That examination should not produce terror in the saved man as though Christ might 
suddenly revoke eternal life. It should produce sobriety. First John warns about being 
“ashamed before him at his coming” (1 John 2:28). First Corinthians speaks of suffering 



loss. Second Corinthians speaks of appearing before the Judgment Seat. The New 
Testament does not teach a casual Christianity where everybody receives identical reward 
regardless of what he did with the life God gave him. Grace is free. Crowns are not 
automatic. Salvation is secure. Reward can be lost. Sonship is settled. Stewardship is 
judged. The man who cannot keep those truths separate will either spend his life afraid of 
losing salvation or spend it unconcerned about losing everything else. 

And what a tragedy it would be to spend a saved life chasing things that cannot survive five 
seconds in eternity. Men exhaust themselves building names that will be forgotten. They 
ruin health chasing money somebody else will spend. They destroy families for careers that 
replace them within a month. They compromise doctrine for crowds that move on when the 
next personality arrives. They collect awards that their grandchildren eventually sell at an 
estate sale. Paul asks the believer to run for something incorruptible. Peter points toward 
something that “fadeth not away.” Heaven’s rewards have better shelf life than anything the 
world manufactures. 

The Christian race is short whether a man lives thirty years after salvation or seventy. Every 
believer receives only one earthly opportunity to serve Jesus Christ in this present body. 
Nobody gets to stand before the Judgment Seat, examine the ashes, and ask to go back for 
another attempt. The time is now. The opportunity is now. The discipline is now. The 
witnessing is now. The endurance is now. The feeding of the flock is now. The looking for 
Christ is now. One day the running stops. The preaching stops. The resisting stops. The 
working stops. Then comes the examination, and after the examination comes reward or 
loss. 

That is why legitimate desire for reward is not selfish. God commands the believer to run for 
it. Moses had “respect unto the recompence of the reward” (Hebrews 11:26). Paul pressed 
“toward the mark for the prize” (Philippians 3:14). The man who wants what Christ wants to 
give him is not carnal for agreeing with Christ about value. Carnality wants applause now. 
Faith is willing to wait for approval later. Carnality wants payment in front of the crowd. 
Faith can serve where nobody notices because the Judge never misses anything. The crown 
is not ultimately about making the servant look impressive. It is about having something 
that represents faithful service when the servant stands before the One who made 
faithfulness possible. 

So this series is not going to treat the five crowns like decorative Bible trivia. We are going to 
let them examine us. We are going to ask what we are running for, what we are disciplining, 
what souls we are trying to reach, what appearing we truly love, what trials we are willing to 
endure, and what kind of shepherding survives Christ’s inspection. We are going to keep 
salvation where it belongs—entirely in the finished work of Jesus Christ—and rewards 



where they belong—connected with faithful service after salvation. We are going to let the 
Bible do what it does best: cut through religious fog, expose the flesh, clarify doctrine, and 
put eternity back into the calculation. 

The world hands out crowns made of leaves, metal, paper, glass, applause, titles, 
followers, salaries, reputation, and memory. Every one of them eventually corrupts. God 
offers crowns connected with things that matter after the funeral. Discipline. Souls. 
Expectation. Endurance. Faithful shepherding. Those are worth running for. And when the 
race is finished, when the fire has tested the work, when every earthly opinion has become 
irrelevant, and when the believer stands before Jesus Christ, there will be only one 
evaluation that matters. The question will not be whether the world thought the race 
impressive. The question will be whether the Judge found it faithful. 

 

 

1 of 10 — The Five Crowns of the Believer — 

Running for Something That Cannot Rot: The Incorruptible Crown 

Key Passage: 1 Corinthians 9:24–27 

Introduction 

Paul does not describe the Christian life in First Corinthians 9 as a leisurely walk through a 
flower garden where everybody eventually wanders across the finish line carrying the same 
trophy. He reaches into the athletic contests familiar to the Corinthians and gives them 
something they could understand immediately: runners, racers, mastery, temperance, 
discipline, purpose, and a prize. “Know ye not that they which run in a race run all, but one 
receiveth the prize? So run, that ye may obtain” (1 Corinthians 9:24). Notice that the 
command is not merely to run. Plenty of Christians run. Some run in circles, some run after 
personalities, some run after money, some run after recognition, and some spend forty 
years wearing out good shoe leather without getting ten feet down the road God put them 
on. Paul says, “So run, that ye may obtain.” There is a way to run that is connected with 
reward, and there is a way to expend enormous energy while accomplishing very little that 
will survive the Judgment Seat of Christ. 

The prize in this passage is not salvation. Paul is writing to people who have already 
received the gospel and have already been identified as belonging to Christ. He told these 
Corinthians that they were “sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints” (1 Corinthians 
1:2), and later he will tell them plainly that Jesus Christ is the foundation upon which the 
believer builds (1 Corinthians 3:11). The race therefore does not determine whether a man 



becomes a son of God. The race reveals what kind of runner the saved man becomes after 
he is in Christ. That distinction is about as difficult as distinguishing the foundation of a 
house from the furniture inside it, yet religion has managed to trip over it for centuries. 
Salvation is received by grace through faith in the finished work of Jesus Christ; reward is 
connected with faithful service after salvation. A man does not run to get into Christ. He 
runs because he is already in Christ and will someday answer to Christ. 

Paul then places the temporary rewards of this world beside the eternal rewards of God 
and makes the comparison almost embarrassing. “Now they do it to obtain a corruptible 
crown; but we an incorruptible” (1 Corinthians 9:25). Men will sweat, starve, train, bleed, 
deny themselves, rise before daylight, practice until their bodies ache, and restructure their 
whole lives for a medal that can be scratched, a trophy that can be broken, or a 
championship that will eventually become a trivia question. Nobody calls that fanaticism; 
they call it dedication. Let a Christian deny his flesh, guard his time, discipline his 
appetites, and arrange his life around serving Jesus Christ, and suddenly somebody wants 
to prescribe moderation. The world admires discipline when the prize sits in a glass 
cabinet. Paul admired discipline when the prize survives eternity. The incorruptible crown is 
God’s answer to the believer who decides that an eternal reward is worth more than 
temporary comfort. 

1. The Race Is for Men Who Are Already in Christ 

The first thing that must be settled is the identity of the runners. Paul is not addressing lost 
pagans and telling them to run hard enough to become Christians. The whole passage sits 
inside an epistle written to the Church of God at Corinth, and Paul has already established 
their relationship to Christ. “Ye are Christ’s; and Christ is God’s” (1 Corinthians 3:23). Later 
he reminds them of the gospel by which they are saved: Christ died for our sins, was 
buried, and rose again according to the Scriptures (1 Corinthians 15:1–4). That is the 
foundation beneath everything in chapter 9. The runner is not racing toward justification. 
The runner is racing from a position of justification toward reward. Confuse those two 
things and the entire passage becomes a religious treadmill: plenty of sweating, plenty of 
motion, and nobody actually gets anywhere. Grace puts the believer into the race; 
obedience determines how seriously he runs it. 

That explains why Paul can speak of reward, discipline, and possible disapproval without 
threatening the believer’s eternal security. First Corinthians 3 has already supplied the 
controlling truth: “If any man’s work abide which he hath built thereupon, he shall receive a 
reward” (1 Corinthians 3:14). Then comes the other possibility: “If any man’s work shall be 
burned, he shall suffer loss: but he himself shall be saved; yet so as by fire” (1 Corinthians 
3:15). There it is in words simple enough to ruin a dozen theological systems before 



breakfast. The man can lose something without losing salvation. What does he lose? 
Reward. What remains secure? “He himself shall be saved.” The Judgment Seat of Christ is 
not a second Calvary where the sufficiency of Christ’s blood is put back on trial. It is an 
examination of what saved people did with the life, truth, opportunities, gifts, time, and 
service entrusted to them. 

This makes the Christian race both safer and more serious than religion understands. It is 
safer because the believer’s acceptance before God rests in Jesus Christ, not in his athletic 
performance. It is more serious because grace does not abolish accountability. Grace gets 
a man out of hell; it does not give him permission to waste the rest of his earthly life 
polishing the furniture on a sinking ship. Paul himself understood that distinction. He could 
preach eternal security without preaching eternal laziness. He could glory in grace while 
telling believers to run, fight, strive, labor, endure, watch, and deny themselves. Modern 
religion often wants one half or the other. One crowd turns reward passages into threats 
against salvation, while another crowd uses security as a hammock. Paul hands both 
crowds a Bible and ruins the afternoon. The saved man is secure in Christ, but his service is 
still headed for inspection. 

2. “So Run, That Ye May Obtain” 

Paul’s command is wonderfully direct: “So run, that ye may obtain” (1 Corinthians 9:24). He 
does not say, “Run if you feel led.” He does not recommend that the Corinthians develop a 
balanced appreciation for athletic metaphors. He tells them to run with the prize in view. 
There is intention in that sentence. A serious runner does not begin a race planning to 
spend the afternoon examining the scenery. He knows where the finish line is. He knows 
why he entered. He knows that every unnecessary pound, every wasted motion, every 
careless turn, and every moment of distraction works against the objective. The Christian 
life likewise requires direction. Paul told the Philippians, “I press toward the mark for the 
prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 3:14). A believer without a 
spiritual objective will still move, but motion by itself is not progress. A rocking chair moves 
all day and never leaves the porch. 

The words “that ye may obtain” also destroy the idea that desiring reward is somehow 
selfish or spiritually inferior. God is the One who established the reward, revealed the 
reward, promised the reward, and then commanded the believer to run for it. Apparently 
Heaven is not embarrassed by the motivation, even if some overly polished religion 
professor is. Moses had “respect unto the recompence of the reward” (Hebrews 11:26). 
Paul looked for a crown. The faithful servant anticipates hearing approval from his Lord. 
There is nothing carnal about wanting what God tells you to value. Carnality wants earthly 
applause without heavenly obedience. Faith wants heavenly approval even when earthly 



applause never comes. A man who wants Christ’s reward because he loves Christ is not 
serving himself. He is agreeing with God that what Christ gives at the end of the race is 
more valuable than what the world offers along the way. 

There is also urgency in the command because the race has a limited distance. Nobody 
gets another earthly lifetime after reaching the finish line. “See then that ye walk 
circumspectly, not as fools, but as wise, Redeeming the time, because the days are evil” 
(Ephesians 5:15–16). Time is the one possession everybody spends and nobody can 
replenish. Money can be regained. Property can be replaced. A ruined reputation may 
sometimes be restored. Yesterday is gone permanently. The devil is perfectly willing to let a 
Christian believe every major doctrine in the Bible if he can persuade him to waste forty 
years doing nothing with them. A Bible gathering dust teaches nobody. A gospel never 
spoken reaches nobody. A gift never exercised helps nobody. The clock does not stop while 
a believer decides whether eternal things are important. Paul says run, because a finish 
line is coming whether the runner is prepared for it or not. 

3. Temperate in All Things 

“And every man that striveth for the mastery is temperate in all things” (1 Corinthians 9:25). 
That phrase puts a knife to the throat of undisciplined Christianity. Temperance is not 
merely avoiding obvious wickedness; it is governing legitimate appetites so that they do not 
govern you. Paul is talking about mastery, and mastery requires saying no even where 
something may not be sinful in itself. Earlier he had written, “All things are lawful unto me, 
but all things are not expedient,” and then added the principle, “I will not be brought under 
the power of any” (1 Corinthians 6:12). That is the language of spiritual liberty with 
backbone. Christian liberty is not permission to become enslaved to whatever the flesh 
enjoys. If a thing controls the schedule, empties the wallet, dominates the thoughts, drains 
the strength, steals the prayer life, and pushes the Bible to the edge of the table, it has 
become a master whether the church directory lists it under “sin” or not. 

Athletes understand this without needing a theological conference. A runner may be 
perfectly free to eat six pieces of cake the night before a race, but freedom does not make 
stupidity profitable. He may have a legal right to stay awake until three in the morning, but 
the stopwatch will offer its opinion the next day. Paul’s point is not that every Christian 
must live under an invented collection of petty regulations. His point is that eternal 
objectives require deliberate choices. Some things must be refused because they are 
wrong. Other things must be limited because they are weights. Hebrews speaks of laying 
aside “every weight, and the sin which doth so easily beset us” and running “with patience 
the race that is set before us” (Hebrews 12:1). A weight does not have to be wicked to make 



a runner slow. Sometimes the greatest enemy of the best is simply too much of the 
harmless. 

Temperance therefore reaches into eating, sleeping, entertainment, spending, talking, 
hobbies, ambition, social activity, media, comfort, and every other ordinary part of life. The 
issue is not becoming a monk who thinks misery itself is holiness. The issue is whether the 
body and its appetites serve the believer’s calling or command it. A man can be too busy 
watching other people live imaginary lives on a screen to live the real life God gave him. He 
can know every statistic about a ball team and be unable to find Habakkuk without 
consulting the table of contents. He can spend four hours discussing politics and complain 
that prayer takes too long. The flesh has endless energy for whatever feeds the flesh. 
Temperance takes that creature by the collar and reminds it that it is a servant, not the 
chairman of the board. 

4. “I Keep Under My Body” 

Paul gets personal in verse 27: “But I keep under my body, and bring it into subjection.” He 
does not say he keeps somebody else’s body under. That alone would revolutionize a fair 
portion of Christianity. It is considerably easier to identify another man’s lack of discipline 
than your own. Paul begins with himself. He understood that a saved man still carries flesh 
that has no interest in crowns, eternal reward, holiness, prayer, Scripture, sacrifice, or 
service. “For I know that in me (that is, in my flesh,) dwelleth no good thing” (Romans 7:18). 
Salvation does not rehabilitate the old nature and teach it to behave. The flesh remains 
flesh. The believer receives a new nature and the indwelling Spirit of God, but the old 
nature still wants the easy chair, the extra helping, the last word, the compliment, the 
shortcut, and five more minutes of whatever it was told to stop doing. 

Bringing the body into subjection means the spiritual man must learn to issue orders that 
the flesh dislikes. Prayer often begins before the flesh feels spiritual. Bible reading 
frequently continues after the attention span begins complaining. Service sometimes 
takes place when the body would rather stay home. Giving costs something. Forgiveness 
humiliates pride. Witnessing risks rejection. Faithfulness requires showing up after the 
excitement has disappeared. That is why discipline matters. If obedience must wait until 
the believer “feels like it,” the flesh has quietly been appointed pastor. Feelings are useful 
servants and miserable doctrinal authorities. The alarm clock does not need an anointing 
to tell a man morning has arrived. Sometimes mature Christianity consists of doing what 
God said while every nerve in the body files an objection. A crown is not prepared for 
people who never had to tell themselves no. 



This is not salvation by self-denial, nor is it an attempt to make physical suffering 
meritorious. Paul is not worshipping discipline. He is using discipline to remain useful. The 
body is a vessel through which the believer serves God in this present world. Romans 12:1 
therefore says, “present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is 
your reasonable service.” Reasonable service does not sound nearly as glamorous as 
modern ministry advertising, but Heaven has always valued obedience more than 
branding. The hands can serve. The mouth can preach. The eyes can read. The knees can 
bend. The feet can go. The mind can study. The body can become an instrument of 
righteousness rather than a collection of appetites demanding constant entertainment. 
The believer who controls his body is not earning eternal life. He is refusing to let temporary 
flesh rob him of eternal usefulness. 

5. “Not as One That Beateth the Air” 

Paul says, “I therefore so run, not as uncertainly; so fight I, not as one that beateth the air” 
(1 Corinthians 9:26). There is nothing vague about his approach. He is not throwing spiritual 
punches at empty space while congratulating himself for working up a sweat. The picture is 
almost comical: a fighter can look extremely active while hitting absolutely nothing. 
Religion has perfected the technique. A church can fill a calendar, print programs, organize 
committees, hold meetings about the meetings, spend money, build facilities, and 
generate enough activity to require three secretaries while accomplishing precious little 
that will survive the fire. Activity is not automatically ministry. Noise is not automatically 
power. Motion is not automatically obedience. Paul knew his target. He knew what God had 
called him to preach, where his authority came from, what gospel had been committed to 
him, and what race had been set before him. 

Running “not as uncertainly” requires doctrinal certainty. A believer cannot run straight 
while treating the Bible like a suggestion box. Paul knew exactly what he believed about the 
gospel: “Christ died for our sins according to the scriptures; And that he was buried, and 
that he rose again the third day according to the scriptures” (1 Corinthians 15:3–4). He 
knew his stewardship. He knew his message. He knew the distinction between preaching 
to gain men and changing truth to please men. A runner who changes lanes every time the 
crowd cheers will eventually run into somebody. The Christian must know the Book well 
enough to stay on course when religious fashion changes direction. Today’s celebrated 
trend becomes tomorrow’s embarrassing archive. Scripture does not need to be updated 
every six months because Heaven has not hired a marketing department to improve what 
God said. 

Purpose also protects the believer from wasting strength on battles God never assigned. 
Not every argument deserves an answer, not every critic deserves an hour, and not every 



controversy deserves a ministry. Paul told Timothy to “shun profane and vain babblings” (2 
Timothy 2:16). There is a kind of Christian who will spend all afternoon arguing with a 
stranger while ignoring the lost neighbor next door. He is shadowboxing and calling it 
warfare. The incorruptible crown calls for disciplined direction. Fight the right enemy. Run 
the right course. Preach the right message. Use the life God gave you where God put you. 
The Judgment Seat will not ask how many pointless arguments you won on earth. It will 
reveal whether you were faithful to the stewardship entrusted to you. A straight race may 
attract less applause, but it reaches the finish line. 

6. The Castaway Is Disapproved, Not Damned 

The most abused word in the passage may be the final one: “castaway.” Paul says, “lest 
that by any means, when I have preached to others, I myself should be a castaway” (1 
Corinthians 9:27). Some seize that word as though Paul suddenly forgot everything he 
taught about justification, eternal security, the sealing of the Holy Spirit, and the believer’s 
position in Christ. But the context is not a criminal standing before a judge to determine 
whether he goes to prison. It is an athlete competing for a prize. Paul has been talking 
about running, mastery, temperance, crowns, fighting, bodily discipline, and obtaining 
reward. The danger is disqualification from reward and usefulness, not the loss of eternal 
life. Turning “castaway” into damnation requires dragging hell into an athletic stadium 
where Paul never placed it. The Bible should be allowed to finish its own illustration before 
theology begins rearranging the furniture. 

First Corinthians 3 again makes the distinction impossible to miss. A believer’s work may 
burn and “he shall suffer loss,” yet the verse immediately says, “but he himself shall be 
saved” (1 Corinthians 3:15). Second Corinthians 5:10 says, “For we must all appear before 
the judgment seat of Christ,” and the issue is receiving “the things done in his body, 
according to that he hath done, whether it be good or bad.” The Judgment Seat deals with 
accountability. Salvation has already settled the believer’s destination. A disqualified 
runner may lose the prize without ceasing to be a citizen. Likewise, a believer may destroy 
usefulness, forfeit reward, waste opportunity, and arrive before Christ with works that 
disappear in the fire without being thrown out of the Body of Christ. Eternal security is not 
the denial of consequences. It is the assurance that consequences cannot undo what 
Christ finished at Calvary. 

That should sober every Christian who thinks security means nothing matters. Everything 
matters precisely because salvation is settled. God did not redeem a man so he could 
spend the rest of his life demonstrating how little gratitude the flesh can manufacture. Paul 
feared becoming unusable after preaching to others. That is striking. The apostle who had 
preached Christ across cities, endured beatings, planted churches, and suffered 



persecution did not assume yesterday’s faithfulness guaranteed tomorrow’s approval. A 
man can preach truth to others while neglecting his own discipline. He can warn others 
about sins he is quietly feeding. He can build a public reputation larger than his private 
obedience. God is not fooled by ministry lighting. The incorruptible crown reminds us that 
the Judge watches the runner when the stadium is empty. Public usefulness without private 
discipline eventually sends a bill, and the flesh never pays it with its own money. 

7. The Crown That Cannot Corrupt 

Paul sets two crowns beside each other: “Now they do it to obtain a corruptible crown; but 
we an incorruptible” (1 Corinthians 9:25). That single contrast exposes the insanity of living 
entirely for this world. Everything down here is corruptible. Trophies tarnish. Certificates 
fade. Buildings decay. Names are forgotten. Records are broken. Companies disappear. 
Nations collapse. Bodies age. Applause dies almost immediately after the crowd goes 
home. Solomon watched earthly accomplishment long enough to describe much of it as 
vanity and vexation of spirit. Yet men still spend their best years trying to carve their initials 
into melting ice. Paul offers the believer another measurement. If the reward comes from 
Christ and belongs to eternity, then temporary sacrifice is not loss. It is exchange. The 
runner gives up something that cannot last for something that cannot decay. That is not 
fanaticism. That is arithmetic with eternity included. 

The incorruptible crown therefore teaches the believer to evaluate present choices by 
future value. Scripture says, “Every man’s work shall be made manifest: for the day shall 
declare it, because it shall be revealed by fire” (1 Corinthians 3:13). Fire has no respect for 
appearance. Wood can be polished beautifully and still burn. Hay can be stacked 
impressively and still disappear. Precious stones may look smaller than a barn full of straw, 
but after the fire the comparison changes. Much of earthly Christianity is impressed by size 
because men can count size. God examines quality, motive, obedience, truth, and 
faithfulness. One quiet act performed for Christ may outlive a celebrated religious 
enterprise built for ego. One gospel conversation may bear eternal fruit long after a 
thousand clever speeches are forgotten. The Judgment Seat will correct the arithmetic of 
earth. Some things that looked enormous will become smoke, and some things nobody 
noticed will shine. 

There is also a worshipful end to reward. Revelation 4 shows crowned elders before the 
throne, and they “cast their crowns before the throne” while giving glory to the One who 
created all things (Revelation 4:10–11). Whatever further prophetic and representative 
truths are involved in that heavenly scene, the picture agrees beautifully with the character 
of biblical reward: what Christ enables His servants to gain ultimately returns to His glory. 
That destroys the charge that crowns are merely celestial ego decorations. The faithful 



believer does not want a crown so he can strut around Heaven like a peacock with 
theological credentials. He wants something worthy to place before the One whose grace 
made every victory possible. The tragedy of wasted service is not merely having less for 
yourself. It is standing before Christ with less to offer back to Him. The incorruptible crown 
is worth running for because the One who gives it is worth running for. 

Conclusion 

The passage begins with a race and ends with a warning, and both belong together. “So run, 
that ye may obtain” is not motivational wallpaper for a Christian gymnasium. It is an 
apostolic command to saved people whose earthly lives are moving toward an 
examination. Paul does not threaten them with hell. He places reward before them and 
demands seriousness. Run with direction. Exercise temperance. Keep the body under. 
Refuse to shadowbox. Remember that even a preacher can become disapproved from 
useful service if he refuses discipline. The race is not imaginary simply because salvation is 
secure. If anything, security makes faithful service more reasonable. Christ settled the 
believer’s eternity at Calvary; the believer now has the privilege of spending his temporary 
life for the One who gave him eternal life. Grace is not the cancellation of the race. Grace is 
what put the runner on the track in the first place. 

Much of what seems desperately important today will look remarkably cheap from the 
other side of the Judgment Seat. The extra hour of entertainment, the praise of people, the 
comfort we refused to surrender, the appetite we would not control, the distraction we 
defended, and the convenience we treated like a constitutional right will not be very 
impressive when Jesus Christ examines a finished life. The world trains for corruptible 
crowns and somehow manages to understand sacrifice better than many Christians. 
Athletes miss meals, endure pain, reorganize schedules, and discipline bodies for rewards 
that eventually wind up in estate sales. Paul points toward an incorruptible crown and asks 
the believer whether eternity is worth at least that much seriousness. We do not need less 
grace. We need enough understanding of grace to quit wasting what grace gave us. 

There is still time to run while there is breath in the body. Yesterday’s wasted miles cannot 
be rerun, but today’s portion of the course is still under your feet. Bring the body into 
subjection. Cut loose the weight. Put down the distraction. Open the Book. Pray when the 
flesh complains. Serve when nobody claps. Witness when rejection is possible. Finish what 
God gave you to do. Do not spend your only Christian life training for trophies that cannot 
survive the attic. “So run, that ye may obtain.” The finish line is real, the Judge is real, the 
fire is real, the possibility of loss is real, and the reward is real. Men may hand you 
something today that tarnishes before your grandchildren ever see it. Jesus Christ offers a 
crown that does not rot. That is a prize worth running for. 



2 of 10 — The Five Crowns of the Believer — Keep Under Your Body: Winning the War 
Nobody Applauds 

Key Passage: 1 Corinthians 9:27 — “But I keep under my body, and bring it into 
subjection: lest that by any means, when I have preached to others, I myself should be 
a castaway.” 

Introduction 

There is a war in the Christian life that will never make the evening news, never get a 
parade, never earn a medal from the government, and often will not even be noticed by the 
people sitting beside you in church. Paul describes that war with words almost violent in 
their simplicity: “I keep under my body, and bring it into subjection” (1 Corinthians 9:27). He 
is not talking about earning salvation, punishing himself into holiness, or trying to impress 
God with physical misery. He is talking about mastery. The saved man possesses a body 
with appetites, impulses, habits, emotions, preferences, and desires that constantly 
volunteer to become commander-in-chief. The flesh does not merely want a vote; it wants 
the throne. It wants to determine when you rise, what you eat, what you watch, how long 
you sleep, what you think about, what you say, where you go, and what you refuse to 
surrender. Paul’s answer is not negotiation. The body must be brought into subjection. 

That battle is especially important because the context concerns the incorruptible crown. 
Paul has already spoken of runners who exercise temperance because they are pursuing a 
prize: “Now they do it to obtain a corruptible crown; but we an incorruptible” (1 Corinthians 
9:25). The crown is not handed out merely because somebody entered the race. 
Participation trophies may keep little league parents happy, but the Judgment Seat of 
Christ is not organized by modern self-esteem specialists. The believer is saved by grace 
through faith apart from works, but his works, faithfulness, discipline, motives, and service 
will still be examined. Paul does not fear losing Christ; he fears becoming disapproved in 
service after preaching to others. That is why bodily discipline matters. The flesh can rob a 
saved man of usefulness without sending him to hell. It can steal years, opportunities, 
testimony, strength, concentration, purity, and reward while never touching the security 
purchased for him by the blood of Jesus Christ. 

Some of the greatest victories in the Christian life happen where nobody applauds because 
nobody knows a battle took place. A believer shuts off something he could have watched 
because it was feeding the wrong appetite. He gets out of bed when laziness argues for 
another hour. He closes his mouth when pride has already composed the perfect revenge. 
He refuses the second look. He puts down the phone and picks up the Bible. He goes to 
prayer when entertainment is calling his name. He spends money on something eternal 



instead of another toy for a body already surrounded by comforts. Nobody rings a bell. 
Nobody hands him a certificate. But Heaven does not suffer from poor record keeping. The 
same Lord who will examine public ministry also sees the private decisions that made 
faithful ministry possible. Before a man can conquer much territory for Christ, he must 
learn to govern the little kingdom inside his own skin. 

1. The Flesh Wants the Throne 

The believer must begin with an unpleasant biblical fact: the flesh cannot be trusted. Paul 
writes, “For I know that in me (that is, in my flesh,) dwelleth no good thing” (Romans 7:18). 
That is not low self-esteem; that is inspired diagnosis. Modern man spends enormous 
amounts of time trying to convince himself that everything inside him deserves expression, 
affirmation, and a microphone. Paul takes one look at the flesh and refuses to nominate it 
for office. The flesh is not merely weak; it is hostile to spiritual government. Romans 8:7 
says, “Because the carnal mind is enmity against God.” It does not naturally hunger for 
Scripture, prayer, holiness, sacrifice, gospel work, or obedience. It hungers for comfort, 
gratification, attention, ease, and whatever makes the present moment pleasant. Give it 
enough authority and it will turn a Christian life into a well-upholstered wasteland. 

That is why salvation does not mean the old nature suddenly develops an appetite for 
spiritual things. The believer receives new life in Christ and is indwelt by the Spirit of God, 
but the flesh remains flesh. Galatians 5:17 says, “For the flesh lusteth against the Spirit, 
and the Spirit against the flesh: and these are contrary the one to the other.” There is the 
battle plainly stated. Contrary means contrary. They are not two departments in the same 
corporation working toward a common quarterly report. They want opposite things. The 
Spirit leads toward what pleases God; the flesh pulls toward what pleases self. The 
Christian who imagines he has progressed beyond that warfare has probably not 
conquered the flesh; he has simply renamed some of its demands. Pride becomes 
“confidence.” Laziness becomes “self-care.” Covetousness becomes “ambition.” And 
before long the old nature is wearing a Christian name tag while stealing the silverware. 

The answer is government. Paul says, “I keep under my body.” He takes responsibility for 
what he permits his body to dictate. There is no hint here that discipline is somebody else’s 
job. Your pastor cannot keep your body under for you. Your spouse cannot control your 
thought life for you. A church program cannot make you temperate. Christian friends may 
encourage, rebuke, exhort, and pray, but somewhere the believer himself must say no. That 
word is becoming nearly extinct in a culture that treats every desire as sacred. The Bible 
has never been impressed by desire merely because it is strong. A craving does not 
become righteous because it shouts. The flesh is a useful servant when governed and a 



brutal master when obeyed. If the believer does not put his body beneath spiritual 
authority, the body will eventually put the believer beneath its appetites. 

2. Appetite Makes a Poor Master 

Food is one of the simplest places to see the principle because eating is lawful, necessary, 
and good, yet even a lawful appetite can become a master. Paul warned the Philippians 
about those “whose God is their belly” (Philippians 3:19). That expression does not require 
a golden statue shaped like a dinner plate. A god is something obeyed, served, 
accommodated, and allowed to rule. When appetite says eat and the man always obeys, 
appetite has acquired authority. The point is not that enjoying food is sinful or that thinness 
is holiness. Scripture contains feasts, hospitality, thanksgiving, and lawful enjoyment. The 
issue is mastery. First Corinthians 6:12 gives the rule: “I will not be brought under the power 
of any.” The Christian must be able to enjoy what God permits without becoming enslaved 
to what God permits. Liberty that cannot say no has quietly changed uniforms and become 
bondage. 

The same principle reaches far beyond food. Sleep is necessary, but laziness can turn a 
bed into an altar. Recreation can restore strength, but entertainment can swallow an 
evening, then a week, then ten years. Money can support a family and advance the gospel, 
but the love of it can make a man work himself into the grave while his Bible stays 
unopened. Sexual desire belongs within God’s design, but lust takes a lawful capacity and 
drags it through the gutter. Conversation is necessary, but uncontrolled speech can destroy 
friendships, churches, homes, and testimony. Proverbs says, “In the multitude of words 
there wanteth not sin” (Proverbs 10:19). The flesh is remarkably inventive. If it cannot ruin a 
man with something forbidden, it will often try to ruin him by taking something permitted 
and enlarging it until it fills the whole room. 

Temperance therefore means learning the spiritual strength of enough. Enough food. 
Enough sleep. Enough entertainment. Enough purchasing. Enough talking. Enough 
comfort. Enough attention to yourself. The flesh despises that word because it always 
believes one more will finally satisfy it. It never does. Give greed another dollar and it 
develops a more expensive imagination. Give lust another image and it asks for another. 
Give laziness another hour and it feels entitled to two. The appetite that promises 
satisfaction usually expands its stomach after every meal. Christian discipline is the ability 
to stop feeding something merely because it is hungry. A man who cannot tell himself no 
will eventually find somebody else telling him what he can no longer have. Better to govern 
appetite voluntarily than spend years repairing what appetite destroyed while 
unsupervised. 



3. Laziness Steals More Than Time 

Laziness rarely introduces itself as rebellion. It prefers softer names. It says you are tired, 
overwhelmed, busy, waiting for the right moment, or deserving of a break. Sometimes 
those things are genuinely true, and Scripture recognizes the body’s need for rest. Christ 
Himself told His disciples, “Come ye yourselves apart into a desert place, and rest a while” 
(Mark 6:31). But rest and laziness are not twins. Rest restores strength for duty; laziness 
avoids duty. Rest has a purpose; laziness has an excuse. The sluggard in Proverbs is not 
condemned because he ever lies down. He is condemned because the bed becomes his 
headquarters. “As the door turneth upon his hinges, so doth the slothful upon his bed” 
(Proverbs 26:14). Plenty of movement, no travel. A door can swing all morning and still be 
standing in the same hole by noon. 

Spiritual laziness is especially dangerous because it often looks respectable. A man may 
possess ten Bibles and study none of them. He may have access to more preaching than 
entire generations before him and still remain doctrinally helpless. He can spend hours 
scrolling through Christian discussions while avoiding thirty minutes of serious Bible 
reading. He can admire missionaries, quote preachers, share verses, and discuss prophecy 
while never personally witnessing to anybody. The modern age has created the remarkable 
ability to feel involved in Christian work while watching other people do it. But borrowed 
activity will not appear under your name at the Judgment Seat. Paul told Timothy, “Study to 
shew thyself approved unto God” (2 Timothy 2:15). Nobody can outsource that command. 
Spiritual muscles grow from use, not admiration. 

Laziness also steals opportunities that cannot be recovered. Proverbs 24 describes the 
field of the slothful grown over with thorns because neglect accomplished what deliberate 
destruction would have accomplished more dramatically. That is the frightening thing 
about laziness: a man does not have to burn his life down to waste it. He can simply leave it 
unattended. A marriage neglected long enough deteriorates. A prayer life neglected long 
enough becomes foreign. A gift unused long enough becomes rusty. A ministry postponed 
long enough may never begin. Time does not require permission to pass. Every morning 
arrives carrying twenty-four hours, and by midnight they have either been invested or spent. 
The devil does not need to make every Christian immoral if he can make enough of them 
inactive. An idle believer may be doctrinally clean and practically absent. Crowns are not 
earned by intentions still sitting on tomorrow’s calendar. 

4. Distraction Is the Thief With Clean Hands 

Not every enemy of discipline arrives looking sinful. Some arrive glowing in your hand. 
Distraction has become one of the great thieves of the Christian life because it steals 



minutes so quietly that the victim rarely notices the robbery until years are missing. A 
person checks one message, reads one headline, watches one clip, follows one link, and 
suddenly half an hour has evaporated into the same place where socks disappear in a 
dryer. None of the individual moments seems important enough to repent over, but 
accumulated distraction can devour enormous portions of a life. Paul told the Ephesians to 
be “Redeeming the time, because the days are evil” (Ephesians 5:16). Time requires 
redeeming because everything in this world is competing to spend it for you. If you do not 
give your hours an assignment, somebody else already has one prepared. 

The danger is not technology itself. A tool can be used for Scripture study, communication, 
ministry, business, learning, or gospel outreach. The question again is mastery. Does the 
believer control the tool, or does the tool control his attention? Can he sit quietly with an 
open Bible without feeling compelled to check a screen every few minutes? Can he pray 
without reaching for a notification? Can he listen to another human being without half of 
his mind waiting for a vibration in his pocket? We have reached a strange point where 
people carry devices advertised as making them more productive and then spend hours 
being interrupted by them. The flesh loves distraction because a distracted man rarely 
becomes a deep man. He skims everything, meditates on nothing, and wonders why his 
spiritual thoughts have the nutritional value of cotton candy. 

Discipline requires deliberately recovering attention. Psalm 1 says of the blessed man, “in 
his law doth he meditate day and night” (Psalm 1:2). Meditation requires the mind to 
remain somewhere long enough for truth to sink beneath the surface. Prayer requires 
sustained attention to God. Study requires concentration. Meaningful conversation 
requires presence. The Christian life cannot be lived entirely in fragments. A believer who 
wants the incorruptible crown must occasionally close doors, silence devices, refuse 
interruptions, and stay with the task God has given him. Some victories will be as ordinary 
as reading the chapter before checking the notifications. That may not sound heroic, but 
spiritual decline often begins with ordinary surrender. The flesh is satisfied to defeat a man 
by inches if he will keep donating them every day. 

5. Lust Must Be Starved, Not Negotiated With 

Lust is one area where the Bible does not recommend prolonged diplomacy. Paul writes, 
“Flee fornication” (1 Corinthians 6:18). He tells Timothy, “Flee also youthful lusts” (2 
Timothy 2:22). Joseph did not hold a counseling session with Potiphar’s wife. He ran. There 
are temptations a believer defeats by standing, and there are temptations he defeats by 
getting out of the building. The flesh loves negotiations because negotiation gives it time to 
make another offer. A man tells himself he will only look once, only stay a minute, only read 
a little, only entertain the thought without acting on it. That is like inviting a rattlesnake onto 



the porch under the condition that it behave itself. Wisdom is not proved by how close you 
can stand to sin without falling in. Wisdom knows when to leave. 

Jesus exposed the inward nature of lust when He said, “whosoever looketh on a woman to 
lust after her hath committed adultery with her already in his heart” (Matthew 5:28). The 
principle reaches the place nobody else can inspect. A man may maintain an outward 
reputation while feeding an inward sewer. That is why private discipline matters. Job said, “I 
made a covenant with mine eyes” (Job 31:1). The eyes are gates, and gates require guards. 
What enters repeatedly eventually furnishes the imagination. The world has industrialized 
temptation and delivers it directly into the home, pocket, office, and bedroom. Yet 
increased availability has not repealed holiness. The believer cannot blame technology for 
choices his thumb willingly made. Temptation may arrive unsolicited; consent does not. 
The first look may surprise you. The second one often has your signature on it. 

The answer involves both refusal and replacement. Paul does not merely tell Timothy to 
flee youthful lusts; he continues, “but follow righteousness, faith, charity, peace” (2 
Timothy 2:22). The disciplined believer does not spend his entire life staring backward at 
what he is avoiding. He fills his mind and life with what is worth pursuing. Philippians 4:8 
tells the Christian what kinds of things deserve deliberate thought. Scripture, prayer, useful 
work, service, family responsibility, wholesome fellowship, and meaningful labor leave less 
unguarded territory for lust to occupy. An empty mind is not automatically pure; sometimes 
it is simply available real estate. Starve the wrong appetite and feed the right one. Sin 
promises pleasure while hiding the invoice. Discipline reads the bill before ordering. 

6. The Tongue Is Part of the Body Too 

Paul said he brought his body into subjection, and the tongue is included in the 
arrangement. James devotes an entire section to the terrifying power of a small piece of 
flesh. “The tongue is a fire, a world of iniquity” (James 3:6). A believer may abstain from 
alcohol, avoid immorality, live modestly, and still leave scorched earth behind him every 
time he opens his mouth. Uncontrolled speech can undo in five minutes what years of 
faithful testimony built. Gossip, slander, boasting, sarcasm without charity, angry 
exaggeration, foolish jesting, constant complaining, and the irresistible urge to have the 
final word are all forms of bodily undiscipline. Some people keep their refrigerator under 
better control than their vocabulary. They would never eat dessert twice, but they will chew 
on a neighbor’s reputation for hours. 

Proverbs repeatedly connects wisdom with restraint. “He that hath knowledge spareth his 
words” (Proverbs 17:27), and “He that keepeth his mouth keepeth his life” (Proverbs 13:3). 
That does not mean truth should be silenced to preserve artificial peace. Paul himself 



spoke plainly, rebuked error, named false teaching, and defended doctrine. Biblical 
restraint is not cowardice. The issue is whether the tongue serves truth or ego. Sometimes 
the most spiritual sentence available is the one never spoken. Pride desperately wants to 
correct every misunderstanding, answer every insult, and win every exchange. But Jesus 
Christ endured false accusation without conducting a press conference to repair His 
image. First Peter 2:23 says, “Who, when he was reviled, reviled not again.” A man who 
must answer every slight has given his enemies remote control over his mouth. 

Control of speech also reveals the condition of the heart. Jesus said, “out of the abundance 
of the heart the mouth speaketh” (Matthew 12:34). Words are not random debris; they 
frequently expose what has been accumulating inside. Constant bitterness eventually 
leaks. Pride announces itself. Envy develops vocabulary. Gratitude does too. The 
disciplined believer therefore guards both reservoir and faucet. He fills the heart with 
Scripture and learns to stop a sentence before it becomes sin. He apologizes when the 
tongue escapes supervision. He refuses to turn gossip into a prayer request by adding “we 
need to pray for him” after the juicy part. Heaven is not fooled by religious packaging. 
Winning the war nobody applauds includes closing the mouth when the flesh is already 
standing at the microphone. 

7. Private Discipline Produces Public Usefulness 

Paul’s concern at the end of First Corinthians 9 is striking because he connects private 
discipline with public ministry: “lest that by any means, when I have preached to others, I 
myself should be a castaway.” A man can preach to others while failing to govern himself. 
Public gift does not guarantee private victory. Eloquence can survive longer than character. 
A preacher may still know how to outline a sermon while his inner life is collapsing. A 
teacher may explain doctrine accurately while feeding habits that will eventually disqualify 
his usefulness. That is why applause is such a poor measuring instrument. The crowd 
hears the sermon; God sees the man after everybody goes home. The platform magnifies 
what is visible. The Judgment Seat exposes what was real. One of the most dangerous 
moments in ministry comes when public success convinces a man that private 
compromise must not matter. 

Private discipline is therefore not separate from ministry preparation; it is ministry 
preparation. David learned faithfulness with sheep before he stood before Goliath. Joseph 
learned to run from temptation before he governed Egypt. Daniel purposed in his heart 
before he faced lions. Paul disciplined his body while preaching to nations. God repeatedly 
builds public usefulness on private obedience. The world wants credentials first and 
character somewhere in the fine print. Scripture reverses the order. “Moreover it is required 
in stewards, that a man be found faithful” (1 Corinthians 4:2). Faithfulness is usually tested 



where applause is unavailable. Anybody can look devoted while the congregation is 
watching. The question is what happens Tuesday morning when no one is measuring 
anything except God. 

The victories that produce an incorruptible crown may therefore look painfully ordinary at 
the time. A temptation resisted. An appetite restrained. A harsh answer swallowed. A 
useless purchase refused. An hour redeemed. A prayer prayed while tired. A chapter 
studied instead of another evening wasted. A commitment kept after emotion evaporated. 
A body told to get up and serve. These things do not photograph well, which is unfortunate 
for a generation that suspects an event never occurred unless somebody posted it. But 
eternity keeps a different archive. Christ misses nothing done for Him. The believer who 
learns to govern himself becomes available for larger usefulness because he is no longer 
constantly dragged around by his own appetites. Before God entrusts a man with much, 
the man would do well to prove he can manage the person whose shoes he puts on every 
morning. 

Conclusion 

The war nobody applauds is often the war that determines every other battle. A man may 
dream of preaching to thousands while being unable to govern what he watches at 
midnight. He may pray for a great ministry while surrendering daily to laziness, appetite, 
distraction, pride, or uncontrolled speech. Paul starts closer to home: “I keep under my 
body, and bring it into subjection.” That statement belongs to an apostle, but the principle 
belongs in every Christian life. The body is not evil merely because it is physical, and 
legitimate appetites are not sins merely because they exist. The issue is government. Who 
gives the orders? Who sets the schedule? Who determines the priorities? The believer 
walking in the Spirit does not destroy the body; he puts it in its proper place. A horse is 
useful beneath a rider. Put the horse in the saddle and the arrangement deteriorates 
quickly. 

The incorruptible crown puts every small act of discipline in the light of eternity. The flesh 
says the present moment is all that matters. Scripture says a Judgment Seat is coming. The 
flesh says indulge now. Scripture says run to obtain. The flesh says one more hour, one 
more look, one more helping, one more purchase, one more angry sentence, one more day 
before you begin. Scripture says, “Redeeming the time.” The flesh always wants payment in 
advance and leaves the consequences for somebody else. Christ calls the believer to 
invest present obedience in eternal reward. Nobody earns salvation by denying himself. 
Salvation was purchased entirely by Jesus Christ. But the saved man can still decide 
whether his remaining years will be governed by the Spirit or rented out to every appetite 
that knocks on the door. 



There will be victories in your life that nobody knows about until the day Jesus Christ 
examines the race. There will be things you refused that nobody knew you wanted. There 
will be mornings when you obeyed while the body protested, nights when you turned away 
from temptation, conversations where you swallowed pride, opportunities where you 
chose service over comfort, and hours you rescued from distraction and gave back to God. 
Do not despise those victories because they came without applause. Heaven is not deaf 
simply because earth was quiet. Keep under the body. Bring it into subjection. Make the 
flesh serve instead of rule. Run with the finish line in view. The world crowns men for 
conquering cities, stadiums, markets, armies, and records. God notices the man who 
learned, by His grace, to conquer the little rebel living inside his own skin. 

 

 

3 of 10 — The Five Crowns of the Believer — People in Heaven Because You Would Not 
Keep Quiet: The Crown of Rejoicing 

Key Passage: 1 Thessalonians 2:19–20 — “For what is our hope, or joy, or crown of 
rejoicing? Are not even ye in the presence of our Lord Jesus Christ at his coming? For 
ye are our glory and joy.” 

Introduction 

Paul does not point to a building, a bank account, a denominational title, a stack of 
published material, or a photograph of a crowded auditorium when he describes his 
“crown of rejoicing.” He points to people. “Are not even ye in the presence of our Lord Jesus 
Christ at his coming?” (1 Thessalonians 2:19). That is a remarkable way to measure 
ministry because Heaven’s arithmetic is usually the opposite of ours. Men count what can 
be photographed, totaled, displayed, named, dedicated, and engraved on brass. Paul looks 
past all of that and sees redeemed human beings standing in the presence of Jesus Christ. 
Buildings eventually become somebody else’s property. Organizations change names. 
Ministries close. Websites disappear. Books go out of print. Photographs fade in boxes. But 
a man who has eternal life through Jesus Christ will still be alive when every earthly 
monument to Christian success has become dust. Heaven measures ministry by what 
reaches eternity. 

There is something deeply personal about the language Paul uses. He does not merely say 
the Thessalonians were a successful mission project or proof that his evangelistic strategy 
worked. He calls them “our hope,” “our joy,” “our crown of rejoicing,” and then “our glory 
and joy” (1 Thessalonians 2:19–20). The reward is connected with people whose lives had 
been changed through the gospel ministry committed to Paul. That does not mean Paul 



saved them. Jesus Christ saves sinners. The blood was Christ’s, the resurrection was 
Christ’s, the gospel belonged to God, and the increase came from God. But God uses 
human witnesses. Somebody preached. Somebody endured opposition. Somebody 
opened his mouth. Somebody cared enough about souls to risk rejection, inconvenience, 
ridicule, persecution, and exhaustion. God could have written the gospel across the sky 
every morning. Instead, He committed “the word of reconciliation” to redeemed men (2 
Corinthians 5:19). Heaven has chosen to use human mouths to announce a divine 
salvation. 

The crown of rejoicing therefore forces a question that makes worldly Christianity 
uncomfortable: what are we spending our lives producing? A man can spend forty years 
building things that will never cross the grave. He can collect achievements, property, 
investments, recognition, and applause, and at death leave every bit of it behind like 
luggage at a station where no baggage is permitted. But a believer can also spend his life 
putting the gospel within reach of people who will live forever somewhere. That changes 
the value of a conversation. It changes the value of a tract, a sermon, a testimony, a 
missionary journey, a Bible study, a gospel article, or a simple explanation of Christ’s 
finished work across a kitchen table. One converted sinner is worth more than an 
auditorium full of applause because applause dies when the crowd goes home. A 
redeemed soul does not. 

1. The Crown Is Made of People, Not Religious Hardware 

The language of First Thessalonians 2 is impossible to miss if we let the verse speak plainly. 
Paul asks, “For what is our hope, or joy, or crown of rejoicing?” and immediately answers, 
“Are not even ye in the presence of our Lord Jesus Christ at his coming?” The believers 
themselves are connected with his joy and reward. Philippians contains similar language 
when Paul addresses believers as “my brethren dearly beloved and longed for, my joy and 
crown” (Philippians 4:1). Evidently Paul had not been taught that the only respectable way 
to discuss ministry was with buildings, budgets, attendance charts, and organizational 
growth. His treasure had faces. His earthly labor was tied to human beings who had 
believed the gospel. Paul could lose tents, possessions, freedom, health, and eventually 
his head, but Nero could not confiscate a Thessalonian believer from eternity. Caesar’s 
reach ended at the grave. Christ’s reward begins on the other side of it. 

This exposes how easily ministry can become fascinated with hardware instead of people. 
A preacher can become more excited about a new auditorium than about the sinner sitting 
in the old one. A ministry can spend months choosing logos, designing branding, raising 
funds, and polishing its public image while the gospel becomes a paragraph buried behind 
the donation button. There is nothing sinful about organization, technology, property, 



publishing, or good presentation when they serve the work. The trouble begins when the 
scaffolding becomes more important than the building. A fishing boat is useful, but only a 
fool spends all day polishing the boat and never puts a line in the water. Paul’s crown of 
rejoicing reminds us why the machinery exists. Churches, pulpits, websites, books, 
microphones, mission boards, printing presses, and broadcasts are tools. Souls are the 
reason for using them. 

Paul’s language also protects ministry from the lie that obscurity means failure. A believer 
may never address thousands, lead a large organization, or have his name known outside a 
small circle. Yet he may have personally carried the gospel to people who will one day 
stand before Christ redeemed. Earth might never put that man on a platform, but Heaven 
does not confuse visibility with value. The widow who faithfully speaks to a neighbor, the 
father who clearly gives the gospel to his children, the worker who witnesses to a coworker, 
and the missionary who labors years among people nobody famous can pronounce are 
dealing in eternal currency. God is not obligated to arrange His accounting system 
according to celebrity culture. Some names that fill Christian conference advertisements 
now may look surprisingly small at the Judgment Seat, while unknown servants discover 
that quiet gospel faithfulness was being recorded all along. 

2. God Saves Souls, but He Sends Witnesses 

The crown of rejoicing must never be twisted into the idea that a Christian personally 
regenerates anybody. Salvation belongs to the Lord. Paul wrote, “I have planted, Apollos 
watered; but God gave the increase” (1 Corinthians 3:6). That sentence puts every gospel 
worker in his proper place. We plant. We water. God gives life. The preacher cannot 
regenerate a dead sinner any more than a farmer can crawl underground and command a 
seed to germinate. But the farmer still plows, plants, waters, waits, and works because God 
ordinarily produces the harvest through appointed means. Likewise, the sovereignty and 
power of God are not excuses for silence. The same God who gives the increase 
commanded the seed to be sown. Romans 10:14 asks, “and how shall they hear without a 
preacher?” The question assumes what lazy theology sometimes forgets: God uses 
messengers. 

That means the believer should never excuse silence by hiding behind what only God can 
do. Yes, only the Holy Spirit can convict. Yes, only Christ can save. Yes, only God knows the 
heart. None of those truths cancels, “Go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel to 
every creature” (Mark 16:15). A man cannot produce salvation, but he can withhold the 
message through which another man may hear of salvation. Paul understood the weight of 
that stewardship. “Knowing therefore the terror of the Lord, we persuade men” (2 
Corinthians 5:11). He did not say, “If God wants them saved, He knows their address.” Paul 



traveled, preached, reasoned, suffered, warned, begged, taught, and returned to places 
where opposition had already bruised him. He believed God gave the increase so strongly 
that he kept planting seed where other men saw nothing but rocks. 

There is humility and urgency in that balance. Humility says, “I cannot save anyone.” 
Urgency says, “I must tell everyone I can.” Humility refuses to take credit for conversion. 
Urgency refuses to use God’s power as an excuse for personal inactivity. When someone 
believes, the glory belongs to Christ. When somebody rejects, the witness does not crawl 
into the grave under the weight of responsibility for another man’s unbelief. Our 
responsibility is faithfulness to the message. Paul told the Corinthians, “For we preach not 
ourselves, but Christ Jesus the Lord” (2 Corinthians 4:5). The gospel witness is not a 
salesman manipulating a reluctant customer into making a religious purchase. He is an 
ambassador delivering the King’s message. The ambassador cannot force surrender, but 
God help the ambassador who decides the message is too awkward to deliver. 

3. The Message Must Be the Gospel Christ Gave Paul 

A crown connected with gospel labor is meaningless if the gospel itself is corrupted. Paul 
defined the saving message with marvelous clarity in First Corinthians 15:1–4. Christ “died 
for our sins according to the scriptures,” “he was buried,” and “he rose again the third day 
according to the scriptures.” That is the center. The sinner is not saved by joining a church, 
reforming his habits, submitting to water baptism, keeping commandments, turning over a 
new leaf, following a sacramental system, or promising God he will behave better from now 
on. Christ did the saving work. The sinner receives the gospel by faith. If we want fruit that 
will matter in eternity, we must give men the message God actually uses instead of a 
religious substitute assembled out of human tradition. 

This is where religious activity can become worse than useless because a false gospel 
does not merely fail to help; it can inoculate a man against the truth. Tell a sinner that 
salvation depends partly on Christ and partly on his performance, and you have given him a 
life preserver made of concrete. It looks substantial until he needs it. Paul warned the 
Galatians about “another gospel: Which is not another” (Galatians 1:6–7). He did not 
congratulate false teachers for offering alternative spiritual pathways. He cursed the 
corruption. Eternity is too long for fuzzy evangelism. If a man asks how to be saved, that is 
not the moment to give him church culture, denominational history, moral reform, or twelve 
steps toward becoming respectable. Tell him what Christ did. Tell him why Christ did it. Tell 
him that the blood atonement and resurrection are enough. 

The crown of rejoicing therefore belongs with truth, not merely enthusiasm. A man may be 
sincere, emotional, persuasive, and energetic while spreading error at high speed. Speed 



does not improve the direction of a wrong road. The believer must know the gospel before 
he can communicate it clearly. Paul told Timothy to “hold fast the form of sound words” (2 
Timothy 1:13). That requires Bible study. Soul winning without doctrine quickly degenerates 
into techniques, scripts, pressure, and counting decisions. Doctrine without soul winning 
can become a freezer full of food nobody is permitted to eat. The proper balance is a Bible-
believing Christian who knows what salvation is, knows what it is not, and cares enough 
about sinners to tell them plainly. Eternal fruit grows from incorruptible seed, not from 
whatever religious slogan happens to fit neatly on a brochure. 

4. Sowing and Reaping Do Not Always Happen on the Same Day 

Gospel labor requires patience because the believer does not control the timetable of 
another man’s response. Jesus said, “One soweth, and another reapeth” (John 4:37). Paul 
said one plants, another waters, and God gives the increase. That means the person who 
finally sees a sinner trust Christ may be harvesting seed planted years earlier by somebody 
whose name he never knew. A mother taught Scripture. A friend gave a tract. A preacher 
delivered a message. A stranger answered a question. A Christian coworker lived faithfully 
and spoke plainly. Then one day another believer explains the gospel and the man believes. 
Heaven knows the entire chain. Earth usually sees only the last link and wants to put that 
link on a conference platform to explain its secret. 

That should encourage the Christian who has witnessed repeatedly without seeing 
immediate results. We live in an age that expects everything instantly. Food arrives quickly, 
information appears in seconds, and people begin tapping their fingers if a page takes too 
long to load. Gospel work refuses to obey the impatience of modern technology. Human 
hearts are not vending machines into which you insert a tract and receive a conversion. 
Some hear once and believe. Others resist for years. Some remember a verse decades 
after the person who quoted it has gone to Heaven. Ecclesiastes says, “In the morning sow 
thy seed, and in the evening withhold not thine hand” (Ecclesiastes 11:6). The sower’s 
responsibility is to keep sowing. Seed kept forever in the bag has a remarkably poor harvest 
record. 

Patience also protects the gospel worker from manipulating people for quick statistics. If 
your success depends on reporting impressive numbers, you will eventually feel pressure 
to manufacture them. A man can be hurried into repeating words he does not understand, 
counted as a conversion before he knows what the gospel is, and then used in a newsletter 
as evidence that the program works. Heaven is not impressed by bookkeeping tricks. God 
knows who belongs to Him. Faithful witnessing seeks understanding rather than a statistic. 
It explains sin, Christ’s death, burial and resurrection, and salvation by grace through faith. 
It answers questions. It gives Scripture room to work. It prays. It does not confuse 



emotional excitement with regeneration. Better one sinner who truly understands and 
believes the gospel than a hundred names entered into a report that Heaven never entered 
into the Book of Life. 

5. The Crown Looks Forward to Christ’s Coming 

Paul does not merely call the Thessalonians his crown; he locates the rejoicing “in the 
presence of our Lord Jesus Christ at his coming” (1 Thessalonians 2:19). The reward has an 
unmistakably future orientation. Paul is looking beyond present ministry conditions to the 
day when Christ receives His Church. First Thessalonians is saturated with that hope. Every 
chapter points toward the coming of the Lord, and chapter 4 will describe believers being 
“caught up together with them in the clouds, to meet the Lord in the air” (1 Thessalonians 
4:17). The crown of rejoicing belongs in that Church-age expectation. Paul’s labor among 
the Thessalonians is evaluated not merely by what they thought of him during his earthly 
ministry but by what their presence with Christ will mean when the Lord comes. 

That perspective changes the emotional center of ministry. If your joy depends on present 
appreciation, Christian service can become a miserable occupation. People forget. Some 
never say thank you. Some misunderstand motives. Some whom you help later criticize 
you. Paul himself experienced abandonment, false accusation, opposition, and 
ingratitude. If applause had been his fuel, the engine would have quit early. Instead he 
looked ahead. There is a day when every earthly opinion will be reduced to its proper size 
by the presence of Jesus Christ. No Christian will stand at the Judgment Seat worried about 
how many compliments he received on earth. The question will be Christ’s evaluation. 
Living for that day frees a servant from begging the present crowd to validate work that the 
future Judge will examine perfectly. 

The coming of Christ also gives urgency to evangelism. The Church does not possess an 
unlimited lease on this present age. Paul wrote, “For yourselves know perfectly that the day 
of the Lord so cometh as a thief in the night” (1 Thessalonians 5:2), while the believer’s 
hope is to be gathered unto Christ. Whatever opportunities we have to witness belong to 
the present. After death, the unsaved man does not receive another gospel campaign. After 
the Rapture, the Church’s present earthly commission has ended. That means 
procrastination is expensive. “I will witness to him someday” is not a promise you control. 
Someday may belong to God and not to you. Gospel urgency is not panic; it is clear 
thinking. If eternity is real and time is short, silence requires more explanation than 
speaking does. 

6. You Have to Open Your Mouth 



The title of this study contains the uncomfortable heart of witnessing: somebody has to say 
something. A Christian can live kindly, work honestly, help neighbors, give generously, and 
behave respectfully, and all of that adorns the gospel. But nobody learns that Christ died 
for his sins, was buried, and rose again by observing that you return your shopping cart. 
Good conduct supports the message; it does not replace the message. Romans 10:17 
says, “So then faith cometh by hearing, and hearing by the word of God.” Words matter. The 
gospel is news, and news must be communicated. A lighthouse is useful because it shines; 
a witness is useful because he witnesses. The modern idea that we should “preach the 
gospel without words” sounds profound until we remember that the gospel consists of 
facts that cannot be communicated by facial expression. 

Fear is usually the tax collected before the mouth opens. What will they think? What if they 
reject me? What if I cannot answer the question? What if the conversation becomes 
awkward? Those fears are real, but they become smaller when placed beside eternity. Paul 
asked the Ephesians to pray “that utterance may be given unto me, that I may open my 
mouth boldly” (Ephesians 6:19). Notice that Paul himself desired boldness. Courage was 
not an automatic personality setting even for an apostle. Boldness is not the absence of 
nervousness; it is obedience that opens its mouth anyway. A man does not need every 
possible answer before he can tell another sinner how Christ saved him. The blind man of 
John 9 did not possess a theological library, but he could say, “whereas I was blind, now I 
see” (John 9:25). Start with the truth you know. 

Rejection must also be put in its proper place. When somebody rejects the gospel, he is 
not rejecting your blood, your resurrection, or your offer of eternal life. You are the 
messenger. Paul told the Thessalonians that when they received his preaching, they 
“received it not as the word of men, but as it is in truth, the word of God” (1 Thessalonians 
2:13). That same distinction protects the witness when the message is refused. Some will 
mock. Some will change the subject. Some will become angry. Some will remain polite and 
uninterested. Keep sowing. Noah preached while the world continued with its business. 
Jeremiah spoke to people who did not want to hear. Paul preached in cities where listeners 
answered with stones. A little awkwardness at the lunch table is not exactly the lion’s den. 
The crown of rejoicing belongs to a Christianity that opens its mouth. 

7. Heaven Does Not Measure Ministry by the Crowd 

The crown of rejoicing does not authorize pride over numbers. Paul’s joy was in people, but 
the glory still belonged to Christ. First Corinthians 3:7 says, “So then neither is he that 
planteth any thing, neither he that watereth; but God that giveth the increase.” That verse is 
a remarkably efficient cure for ministerial swelling of the head. The planter is something 
only because God chose to use him. The waterer is something only because God chose to 



use him. The life comes from God. A preacher boasting about how many souls he “saved” 
sounds a little like a mailman boasting that he wrote all the letters he delivered. He carried 
something valuable, and faithful delivery deserves commendation, but he did not originate 
the message. Christ purchased salvation. We carry the news. 

Numbers are not evil. Acts reports thousands saved, baptized, and added to the Church. 
Paul knew when churches grew. The danger is turning numbers into the definition of 
faithfulness. Jeremiah had a long ministry with spectacularly poor polling numbers. Noah 
spent many years building an ark and did not fill it with converts. Isaiah was told in advance 
that many would not hear. Truth is not certified by audience size. A packed room can listen 
to error, and one lonely sinner can hear the gospel in a hospital bed and enter eternity 
redeemed. If numbers become the god, doctrine will eventually be offered as a sacrifice to 
keep the god happy. Crowds prefer entertainment, affirmation, novelty, and convenience. 
The gospel begins by telling a sinner he needs a Saviour. That message will never win every 
popularity contest, but popularity contests do not issue eternal crowns. 

The Judgment Seat will reveal what statistics cannot. First Corinthians 3:13 says, “Every 
man’s work shall be made manifest: for the day shall declare it.” Motives, methods, 
truthfulness, sacrifice, obedience, and actual spiritual fruit will be examined by Christ. A 
ministry may appear small on earth and prove weighty in eternity. Another may appear 
enormous and lose much in the fire. That ought to free us from both pride and 
discouragement. Do not boast because the room is full. Do not quit because the room is 
empty. Preach Christ. Give the gospel. Teach the Book. Love people enough to tell them the 
truth. Sow what God gave you to sow and leave the final harvest report with the One who 
can actually count it. Heaven’s accounting department has never needed help from our 
publicity department. 

Conclusion 

The crown of rejoicing is one of the most beautiful reminders in the New Testament that 
Christian labor can produce consequences stretching beyond the grave. Paul looked at the 
Thessalonian believers and saw more than converts entered on a missionary report. He 
saw people who would stand “in the presence of our Lord Jesus Christ at his coming.” They 
were his glory and joy because his labor among them had become connected with eternal 
life in human souls. He had preached when opposition was fierce, taught when ministry 
was costly, and refused to keep quiet when silence would have been safer. Christ did the 
saving, but Paul carried the message. That remains the pattern. God gives the increase, but 
somebody plants. God opens hearts, but somebody speaks. God saves sinners, but He has 
entrusted saved sinners with the privilege of telling other sinners where salvation is found. 



Think about what will still matter ten thousand ages from now. The house will not. The 
vehicle will not. The trophies will not. The career title will not. The social standing will not. 
The arguments won online will not. Most of the things that consume human attention today 
will be less significant than yesterday’s grocery receipt. But people will still exist. Every 
person you meet is moving toward eternity. That does not mean every conversation must 
begin with a religious ambush or that wisdom, timing, kindness, and genuine relationship 
do not matter. It means we stop pretending silence is love. If you knew a bridge was gone 
ahead, you would not smile warmly at the driver and compliment his car while watching 
him continue down the road. The gospel warning and gospel invitation are acts of love 
because eternity is not a metaphor. 

So open your mouth. Give the tract. Start the conversation. Explain the cross. Tell what 
Christ did. Invite the question. Pray for the person. Plant the seed. Water seed somebody 
else planted. Refuse to become discouraged because the harvest did not appear on your 
schedule. Stop measuring eternal work with earthly applause. Somewhere beyond the last 
sermon, the last witness, the last rejection, the last tear, the last missionary journey, and 
the last heartbeat stands Jesus Christ. Paul believed that meeting Him would include the 
joy of seeing people there whose lives had been touched by the gospel ministry entrusted 
to him. That is a crown worth wanting. A building may burn, a ministry name may 
disappear, a sermon may be forgotten, and your photograph may end up in a box. But if 
somebody is in Heaven because God used your witness, you will never call the effort 
wasted. 

 

 

4 of 10 — The Five Crowns of the Believer — Not Numbers on a Board: The Souls 
Behind the Crown 

Key Passage: 1 Thessalonians 2:19–20 — “For what is our hope, or joy, or crown of 
rejoicing? Are not even ye in the presence of our Lord Jesus Christ at his coming? For 
ye are our glory and joy.” 

Introduction 

Paul did not look at the Thessalonian believers and see a statistic. He did not call them his 
attendance figure, his annual report, his baptism total, his response percentage, or his 
evidence that the latest evangelistic program was working. He called them his “glory and 
joy” (1 Thessalonians 2:20). There is a world of difference between those two ways of 
looking at people. A number can be written, announced, compared, enlarged, rounded up, 
and used to make a ministry look impressive. A soul is a human being who will exist forever. 



The flesh loves numbers because numbers can be turned into applause. God deals with 
individuals because every individual must personally receive Jesus Christ. The crown of 
rejoicing is therefore not a celestial reward for the man who learned how to fill out the most 
impressive report. It is connected with real gospel labor among real people whose eternal 
destiny mattered more to the witness than his reputation for being successful. 

There is nothing wrong with counting when counting tells the truth. The book of Acts gives 
numbers. Three thousand were added in Acts 2. About five thousand men are mentioned in 
Acts 4. Churches increased in number. Scripture is not allergic to arithmetic. The problem 
begins when arithmetic becomes the master instead of the servant, when the desire for a 
large figure starts dictating methods, language, pressure, definitions, and even the gospel 
itself. Then a ministry can begin counting things Heaven never counted. A hand raised 
during an invitation becomes a conversion. A card filled out becomes a new birth. A 
repeated prayer becomes proof of regeneration. A click becomes a soul reached. Soon the 
report looks like revival has broken out from one end of the county to the other, while many 
of the alleged converts could not explain what Christ did to save them. Religious 
mathematics can become remarkably creative when somebody’s reputation depends on 
the answer. 

The crown of rejoicing drags all of that into the light because Paul places the reward “in the 
presence of our Lord Jesus Christ at his coming” (1 Thessalonians 2:19). That is where the 
scoreboard changes. The question will not be how impressive the ministry looked from the 
platform, but what Christ knows about the labor. Did we care whether people understood 
the gospel? Did we give them the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus Christ according 
to the Scriptures? Did we pray, sow, water, teach, answer questions, endure rejection, and 
remain faithful when there was nothing exciting to report? Or did we need conversions the 
way a salesman needs commissions? Christ knows the difference between loving souls 
and loving a soul-winning reputation. The Judgment Seat will not be fooled by enlarged 
numbers, selective reporting, or carefully polished testimonies. Fire has a wonderful way of 
removing the ink from inflated reports. 

1. Paul Saw People Where Religion Sees Totals 

Paul’s language in First Thessalonians is intensely personal. “Are not even ye in the 
presence of our Lord Jesus Christ at his coming?” The Thessalonians were not 
interchangeable units in a ministry campaign. Paul remembered their “work of faith, and 
labour of love, and patience of hope” (1 Thessalonians 1:3). He remembered how they 
received the word “in much affliction, with joy of the Holy Ghost” (1 Thessalonians 1:6). He 
knew what the gospel had produced in them. These were people he loved, taught, prayed 
for, worried about, and longed to see established. That is very different from counting a 



head and moving on to the next prospect. A genuine soul winner understands that 
conversion is the beginning of a Christian life, not merely the conclusion of a ministry story. 
When Paul saw fruit, he did not immediately turn the person into advertising. He wanted 
that believer grounded, strengthened, faithful, and ready to stand before Christ. 

That is one reason Paul sent Timothy back to Thessalonica. He says Timothy was sent “to 
establish you, and to comfort you concerning your faith” (1 Thessalonians 3:2). Why bother 
if the only thing that mattered was adding their names to the conversion column? If the 
modern scoreboard mentality had taken over, Paul could have checked Thessalonica off 
the list, published the total, raised support for the next campaign, and never looked back. 
Instead he cared whether the believers stood. He feared that “the tempter have tempted 
you, and our labour be in vain” (1 Thessalonians 3:5). Paul was interested in fruit that 
remained. He knew that gospel ministry involves more than getting somebody to say the 
right words during an emotional moment. A farmer who counts sprouts but never cares 
whether anything reaches harvest is not much of a farmer, no matter how attractive his 
springtime photographs look. 

The difference is love. First Thessalonians 2:8 says, “So being affectionately desirous of 
you, we were willing to have imparted unto you, not the gospel of God only, but also our 
own souls, because ye were dear unto us.” That verse would wreck a ministry built entirely 
around statistics. Paul did not merely distribute information; he invested himself in people. 
They were “dear” to him. Gospel work without love easily becomes mechanical. The sinner 
becomes another target, another conversation, another card, another number for Sunday 
night’s testimony time. But a man is not a notch on a gospel gun. He may have fears, 
confusion, religious baggage, questions, wounds, pride, resistance, and years of false 
teaching packed into his thinking. Love is willing to stay long enough to explain the truth. 
Love does not need to rush a man into a report. It wants him brought clearly to Christ. 

2. A Profession Is Not Automatically a Conversion 

One of the easiest ways to inflate soul-winning statistics is to confuse a profession with 
regeneration. People can say words for many reasons. Some want to be polite. Some want 
the conversation to end. Some respond emotionally. Some repeat whatever they are told 
because an authority figure is standing over them. Some genuinely believe. The soul winner 
does not possess divine eyesight into the heart, so humility is required. Second Timothy 
2:19 says, “The Lord knoweth them that are his.” That does not mean we become 
suspicious detectives examining every convert with a magnifying glass. It means we stop 
pretending that our clipboard is the Lamb’s book of life. We can record what a person 
professed. God knows what occurred in the heart. There is a considerable difference 



between saying, “He professed faith in Christ,” and acting as though we personally certified 
a new birth. 

This becomes especially dangerous when a particular prayer is treated as though the words 
themselves save. Romans 10:9–10 connects confession with belief in the heart, and First 
Corinthians 15:1–4 defines the gospel around Christ’s death for our sins, burial, and 
resurrection. Salvation is not magic words pronounced in the proper order. A sinner is 
saved by trusting Jesus Christ and His finished work. A prayer may express that faith, but 
parroting a prayer without understanding the gospel is no more saving than repeating the 
words on a medicine bottle cures the disease. Yet if numbers are the objective, 
understanding slows the assembly line. It takes time to find out what the person believes. It 
takes time to answer objections. It takes time to explain why Christ died. So the temptation 
is to hurry the sinner across a finish line he may not even know exists. 

The strange result is that ministries sometimes boast about thousands of professions while 
quietly admitting they cannot find the supposed converts afterward. That ought to provoke 
examination rather than creative excuses. We cannot guarantee anybody’s response, and 
true believers can certainly fail, wander, or remain immature. But Scripture still presents 
conversion as something more meaningful than a momentary nod. The Thessalonians 
“turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God” (1 Thessalonians 1:9). Paul saw 
evidence that the word came to them “not in word only, but also in power” (1 Thessalonians 
1:5). Again, we do not save or certify anyone. But neither should we reduce salvation to a 
religious transaction designed to make the weekly numbers look healthy. Better an honest 
report of one clear profession than fifty doubtful ones inflated to impress people who were 
not there. 

3. Keep the Gospel Clear Enough to Be Believed 

The soul winner’s first responsibility is not to produce a response; it is to communicate the 
gospel faithfully. Paul states that gospel plainly: “Christ died for our sins according to the 
scriptures; And that he was buried, and that he rose again the third day according to the 
scriptures” (1 Corinthians 15:3–4). That message must remain clear. The sinner needs to 
understand that he is not being invited to repair himself and present the improved version 
to God. He is being pointed to a Saviour who completed the work. Salvation is “not of 
works, lest any man should boast” (Ephesians 2:9). The minute human performance is 
mixed into justification, the gospel has been diluted. Water baptism, church membership, 
commandment keeping, moral reform, sacramental performance, and promises of future 
faithfulness cannot be stapled onto Christ’s finished work and still be called grace. 



A results-driven ministry is always tempted to soften whatever might slow the response. 
Sin becomes “mistakes.” Hell disappears. The blood becomes embarrassing. Repentance 
becomes an emotional mood. Faith becomes repeating approved language. Christ 
becomes a helpful addition to an otherwise self-directed life. That may generate decisions, 
but decisions are not the standard; truth is. Paul said, “For we are not as many, which 
corrupt the word of God” (2 Corinthians 2:17). A salesman may change the presentation to 
close the deal. An ambassador does not have that authority. The gospel belongs to God. 
We are not permitted to remove difficult parts because they reduce the response rate. 
Eternity is too serious for marketing tricks. If a clearer explanation produces fewer 
immediate professions, clarity is still better than confusion wearing a victory ribbon. 

Keeping the gospel clear also means keeping the object of faith clear. “Believe on the Lord 
Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved” (Acts 16:31). The sinner is not told to believe in his 
own sincerity, his prayer, his emotional experience, his reform, or the soul winner’s 
assurance that “you got it.” Faith rests in Christ. The witness should therefore be careful not 
to create converts dependent upon the memory of a formula instead of the promises of 
God. Point them repeatedly to Christ’s work and Scripture’s testimony. A man who leaves 
saying, “I hope I said everything right,” has been pointed toward himself. A man who leaves 
saying, “Christ died for my sins and rose again, and I am trusting Him,” is looking in the right 
direction. The gospel worker is not trying to become the sinner’s spiritual hero. He is trying 
to get out of the way so the sinner sees the Saviour. 

4. Soul Winning Requires Patience With Individual Souls 

People do not all arrive at a gospel conversation from the same road. One has never 
opened a Bible. Another was raised in church but taught salvation by works. Another has 
heard enough religious nonsense to fill a barn and needs several knots untied before he 
can understand grace. Another is ready to believe almost immediately because somebody 
else has been sowing seed for years. Jesus said, “One soweth, and another reapeth” (John 
4:37). That destroys the fantasy that every faithful gospel conversation must end with an 
immediate profession. Sometimes you sow. Sometimes you water. Sometimes God allows 
you to reap. If your only definition of success is whether the person prays before you leave, 
you will eventually be tempted to push harder than Scripture does. 

Patience is not weakness. It may take more biblical strength to spend an hour answering 
one man’s honest questions than to rush ten people through a script. Philip asked the 
Ethiopian eunuch, “Understandest thou what thou readest?” (Acts 8:30). That question 
matters. Understanding matters. A person does not need a theology degree to be saved, 
but he should know what he is trusting. If he believes Jesus is merely one of many ways, he 
has not understood the gospel. If he believes baptism completes the saving work, 



confusion remains. If he thinks Christ gives him a second chance to earn Heaven, he has 
missed grace. A faithful witness does not manipulate ignorance to obtain a decision. He 
shines Scripture on the confusion until the central issue becomes clear enough that the 
person can actually believe or reject the message being presented. 

This is where love proves itself because love is willing to leave a conversation unfinished 
when the person is not ready rather than forcing an artificial ending. Give him Scripture. 
Answer what you can. Admit what you do not know. Return later. Pray. Invite further 
conversation. The flesh hates that because there is nothing impressive to announce. “I 
spoke to a man for an hour and he is still thinking about it” does not sound like material for 
a triumphant newsletter. Heaven is less worried about your newsletter. A seed underground 
may be doing more than a hundred plastic flowers sitting above ground. Gospel labor 
requires enough faith to let God handle what only God can do. Our job is not to 
manufacture births. Our job is to preach Christ faithfully and love people patiently while 
God works through His word. 

5. The Quiet Labor Behind the Visible Harvest 

The crown of rejoicing is connected with labor, and much of gospel labor is invisible. 
People see the sermon; they do not see the prayer before it. They hear the testimony; they 
do not see the years somebody spent sowing Scripture into that life. They celebrate the 
conversion; they may never know the grandmother who prayed, the coworker who 
answered questions, the friend who gave a Bible, the preacher who delivered one sentence 
that stayed lodged in the conscience, or the stranger who handed out a tract ten years 
earlier. First Corinthians 3:6 says, “I have planted, Apollos watered; but God gave the 
increase.” Heaven has records for every stage. Earth usually gives the reaper all the credit 
because the harvest is the only part visible enough to photograph. 

That ought to encourage the Christian who rarely sees immediate fruit. Maybe you are 
planting in hard ground. Maybe another person will eventually reap where you labored. 
Jesus told His disciples, “other men laboured, and ye are entered into their labours” (John 
4:38). The kingdom of God has always contained workers who never lived long enough to 
see everything their testimony produced. A Bible given to one person may be read by 
another. A sermon recorded today may reach somebody after the preacher is dead. A 
gospel article may be found years later. A child taught Scripture may remember it as an 
adult. The worker should never assume that unseen results mean useless labor. Farmers 
do not dig up the seed every afternoon to see whether it is behaving properly. Faithful 
sowing trusts that God understands agriculture better than our impatience does. 



Prayer belongs in that unseen labor as well. Paul repeatedly prayed for people connected 
with his ministry. First Thessalonians 3:10 speaks of “praying exceedingly that we might see 
your face, and might perfect that which is lacking in your faith.” That is pastoral concern, 
not statistical maintenance. The soul winner who truly cares about people does not forget 
them the minute the report is filed. He prays for growth, protection, understanding, 
boldness, stability, and faithfulness. Prayer cannot be photographed effectively, which is 
probably why publicity departments do not know what to do with it. But prayer is part of the 
labor. Much of what matters eternally occurs away from the platform. Heaven is full of 
consequences produced by obedience that received no earthly applause. The crown of 
rejoicing reminds us that God sees the hidden roots as clearly as men see the fruit. 

6. Inflated Reports Cannot Survive the Fire 

First Corinthians 3 describes a coming examination in which “every man’s work shall be 
made manifest” (1 Corinthians 3:13). That should frighten the dishonesty out of Christian 
reporting. The Judgment Seat of Christ will not operate on press releases. Christ will not 
need attendance estimates, ministry brochures, projected totals, or the phrase 
“approximately” doing suspicious amounts of heavy lifting. He knows exactly what 
occurred. Every exaggeration that impressed supporters on earth will be useless there. Men 
can enlarge reports because donors rarely attend every meeting, but the Lord attended all 
of them. Numbers can be rounded upward, stories can become more dramatic each time 
they are told, and doubtful professions can be counted as settled conversions. None of 
that alters reality by one soul. You can repaint a thermometer, but you have not changed 
the temperature. 

Inflated statistics are especially dangerous because they pressure others to imitate the 
dishonesty. One ministry reports impossible numbers, another feels unsuccessful by 
comparison, and soon everybody begins using the most generous definition imaginable for 
“souls saved.” A tract distributed becomes a person reached. A website impression 
becomes gospel exposure. A hand raised becomes a conversion. A child who followed 
everybody else forward becomes another name in the annual total. Then the numbers 
become so large that, if they represented reality, entire regions should be transformed. Yet 
churches remain empty and communities unchanged. Somewhere the arithmetic and the 
world outside the brochure have stopped speaking to each other. The answer is not 
cynicism about evangelism. The answer is honesty. Gospel work is glorious enough without 
decorating it with fiction. 

Paul wrote, “Moreover it is required in stewards, that a man be found faithful” (1 
Corinthians 4:2). He did not say impressive. Faithfulness tells the truth even when the truth 
sounds small. If two people clearly professed Christ, say two. If you distributed five 



hundred tracts, say five hundred tracts were distributed; do not write as though five 
hundred people were saved. If a video received ten thousand views, thank God for the 
opportunity, but do not assume ten thousand people heard, understood, and believed the 
gospel. Accuracy honors the Lord. Exaggeration assumes Christ needs help making His 
work look successful. He does not. God can use five loaves and two fishes without us 
rewriting the menu to say five thousand loaves were donated. Tell the truth. Let Christ 
decide how much eternal weight the labor carries. 

7. The Judgment Seat Will Reveal the Souls Behind the Statistics 

The final evaluation of gospel labor belongs to Jesus Christ. Second Corinthians 5:10 says, 
“For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ.” That passage concerns 
believers and their accountability, not lost sinners trying to earn salvation. The saved man’s 
eternal destination rests on Christ. His service, however, will be examined. That means 
motives matter. A man may preach the gospel from mixed motives that nobody else 
detects. He may love souls and still enjoy applause. He may begin sincerely and later 
become addicted to numbers. He may discover that supporters respond better to dramatic 
reports and gradually learn to tell every story with a trumpet accompaniment. Christ will 
sort all of that perfectly. The fire does not merely test how much work existed; it tests “what 
sort it is” (1 Corinthians 3:13). Quantity is visible now. Quality waits for the fire. 

That future examination should not paralyze the sincere worker. It should free him from the 
tyranny of comparison. You do not have to compete with another church’s numbers, 
another missionary’s report, another preacher’s platform, or another ministry’s reach. Paul 
told the Corinthians that each laborer “shall receive his own reward according to his own 
labour” (1 Corinthians 3:8). Your responsibility is your field, your opportunities, your 
message, your faithfulness. Comparison is a strange disease because it makes a man 
unhappy with fruit God actually gave him while envying fruit God assigned somebody else. 
The servant who faithfully reaches one person should rejoice rather than apologize 
because somebody else preached to thousands. Christ can count. He does not need us 
competing for His attention like children waving report cards. 

And when the crown of rejoicing is finally understood in Christ’s presence, the people will 
matter more than the statistics ever did. Imagine the difference between saying, “I once 
reported ten thousand professions,” and seeing an actual redeemed person standing 
before Jesus Christ. A statistic is abstract. A soul has a face. A soul has a name. A soul has 
an eternity. Paul’s joy was not ink on parchment; it was the Thessalonians themselves. That 
is why the crown is called a crown of rejoicing. The joy is not simply, “Look what I 
accomplished.” The joy is, “Look what the grace of God did in people while allowing me to 
have some small part in carrying the message.” The greatest reward in soul winning may be 



discovering that the Lord used words you barely remember to affect people you will never 
forget once eternity reveals the story. 

Conclusion 

The flesh will turn almost anything spiritual into a competition if given enough time. It can 
compete over Bible knowledge, church size, sermon downloads, missionary miles, 
baptisms, professions, books distributed, tracts passed out, social media reach, and souls 
supposedly won. Give the flesh a scoreboard and it will start polishing the numbers before 
sunset. The crown of rejoicing pulls us back to Paul’s words: “For ye are our glory and joy” 
(1 Thessalonians 2:20). People mattered. Truth mattered. Faith mattered. Their 
continuance mattered. Their standing in the presence of Christ mattered. A gospel worker 
should certainly rejoice when many believe, but he should never become so fascinated 
with the many that he forgets each one is an individual for whom Christ died. Heaven does 
not love crowds. Heaven loves persons, and every crowd is only persons standing beside 
each other. 

So preach the gospel clearly enough that a sinner knows what he is being asked to believe. 
Do not rush him merely because you want a testimony before supper. Sow. Water. Answer 
questions. Pray. Return. Endure rejection without becoming bitter. Rejoice when somebody 
believes without imagining you supplied the saving power. Tell the truth about results. 
Refuse to enlarge the numbers for applause, financial support, prestige, or denominational 
recognition. One genuine convert is not an embarrassing report. One soul has an eternity 
attached to him. Jesus said there is joy “in the presence of the angels of God over one 
sinner that repenteth” (Luke 15:10). If Heaven can rejoice over one, the church should not 
act ashamed because the spreadsheet looks small. A single diamond remains valuable 
even when it is not delivered by the truckload. 

One day every board will be erased. Every annual report will be outdated. Every ministry 
newsletter will stop arriving. The attendance charts will yellow, websites will disappear, 
organizations will close, and whatever reputation we accumulated will pass into other 
hands. Then the work will stand before Christ without the advertising attached. What was 
real will remain. What was false will burn. What was done for applause will meet the fire. 
What was faithfully done for Christ will receive His evaluation. And somewhere in that 
eternal accounting may stand people whose lives were touched because somebody cared 
enough to preach clearly, patiently, honestly, and persistently. That is the soul behind the 
number. That is the person behind the report. That is why Paul could look at believers rather 
than statistics and call them his “glory and joy.” The crown of rejoicing is not about how 
many marks were on the board. It is about who is standing with Christ when the board is 
gone. 



5 of 10 — The Five Crowns of the Believer — Looking for Him Instead of Settling Down 
Here: The Crown of Righteousness 

Key Passage: 2 Timothy 4:7–8 — “I have fought a good fight, I have finished my course, I 
have kept the faith: Henceforth there is laid up for me a crown of righteousness, which 
the Lord, the righteous judge, shall give me at that day: and not to me only, but unto all 
them also that love his appearing.” 

Introduction 

Paul is standing near the end of the road when he writes these words. The miles are behind 
him. The scars are already in his body. The churches have been planted, the epistles 
written, the gospel preached, the prisons endured, the beatings absorbed, the arguments 
fought, the brethren strengthened, the enemies faced, and the course almost completed. 
He is not writing from a comfortable retirement villa while admiring framed photographs of 
his missionary journeys. He is facing death. Yet there is not a trace of panic in the passage. 
“I have fought a good fight, I have finished my course, I have kept the faith” (2 Timothy 4:7). 
Nero may control the prison door and the executioner may control the sword, but neither 
man controls what comes next. Paul looks beyond Rome, beyond death, beyond Caesar, 
and beyond the grave to something already “laid up” for him: “a crown of righteousness” 
that no earthly ruler can confiscate. 

Then Paul does something that keeps this crown from becoming an apostolic trophy 
reserved for one extraordinary servant. He opens the promise wide enough for every 
believer: “and not to me only, but unto all them also that love his appearing” (2 Timothy 
4:8). That phrase reaches straight into the heart. Paul does not merely say those who know 
about His appearing, defend His appearing, diagram His appearing, argue about His 
appearing, or can correctly place His appearing on a prophecy chart. He says those who 
love it. A man can possess correct prophetic doctrine and still have his affections tied to 
the present world like a dog chained to a porch. He can defend the Rapture in an argument 
while arranging his priorities as though he has a thousand years left to enjoy Babylon. The 
crown of righteousness exposes that contradiction. Prophecy is not merely information 
about tomorrow. Biblical prophecy is supposed to rearrange today. 

This crown therefore confronts the believer with one of the simplest and most searching 
questions in the Christian life: do you actually want to see Jesus Christ? Not merely 
Heaven. Not merely escape from trouble. Not merely reunion with loved ones. Not merely 
relief from pain, bills, aging, corruption, politics, temptation, and funerals. Do you want 
Him? Paul’s hope was personal. Titus 2:13 calls it “that blessed hope, and the glorious 
appearing of the great God and our Saviour Jesus Christ.” The blessed hope is not 



fundamentally a date on a calendar. It is a Person coming for His Church. A Christian who 
loves Christ’s appearing cannot settle comfortably into a world that crucified his Lord and 
still rejects His word. He lives here, works here, serves here, raises a family here, and 
occupies until Christ comes, but his heart knows this world is lodging, not home. 

1. “I Have Fought a Good Fight” 

Paul describes the Christian life as a fight before he describes the crown. That immediately 
ruins the modern notion that faithful Christianity should be painless, agreeable, and 
universally applauded. “I have fought a good fight” (2 Timothy 4:7). There are bad fights 
Christians should avoid, foolish controversies that waste time, personal squabbles driven 
by pride, and endless arguments that produce more heat than light. But there is also a 
good fight. First Timothy 6:12 says, “Fight the good fight of faith, lay hold on eternal life.” 
Jude tells believers to “earnestly contend for the faith which was once delivered unto the 
saints” (Jude 3). Paul did not confuse peace with surrender. He knew there are truths worth 
defending, temptations worth resisting, errors worth exposing, and spiritual enemies that 
do not disappear because somebody wishes Christianity could be more agreeable. 

The good fight is first a fight to remain faithful to revealed truth. Paul tells Timothy 
immediately before this passage that “the time will come when they will not endure sound 
doctrine” (2 Timothy 4:3). Men will accumulate teachers because they have “itching ears,” 
and “they shall turn away their ears from the truth, and shall be turned unto fables” (2 
Timothy 4:3–4). That is the battlefield surrounding Paul’s final testimony. He kept the faith 
while others were modifying it to fit the appetite of the crowd. Every generation produces 
religious tailors willing to alter the Bible until it fits the latest fashion. Paul refused the 
tailoring business. The Christian who loves Christ’s appearing knows he will someday 
answer to the Author of the Book, not the customers browsing the rack. 

Fighting the good fight also requires choosing the right enemy. “For we wrestle not against 
flesh and blood” (Ephesians 6:12). People may oppose us, mock us, misrepresent us, and 
sometimes persecute us, but the Christian battle is larger than personality conflict. The 
devil would be delighted to get Bible believers fighting one another over bruised egos while 
doctrinal corruption walks through the front door carrying luggage. Paul’s fight was for the 
gospel, sound doctrine, faithful ministry, and souls. He was not collecting grudges as 
souvenirs. A man can spend his whole Christian life swinging a sword and never strike the 
enemy God told him to fight. Loving Christ’s appearing helps clear the battlefield. When the 
Captain could return at any moment, petty skirmishes begin to look as foolish as soldiers 
arguing over tent pegs while the enemy crosses the hill. 

2. “I Have Finished My Course” 



Paul did not merely begin well. He says, “I have finished my course” (2 Timothy 4:7). 
Christianity is full of beginnings. People begin reading plans, ministries, churches, 
witnessing efforts, prayer habits, courses of study, missionary projects, and promises of 
renewed devotion. Beginning is easy because beginnings come supplied with emotion. 
Finishing requires something sturdier. Paul had received a course from God, and by the end 
of his life he could say he had finished it. Earlier, in Acts 20:24, he had declared, “neither 
count I my life dear unto myself, so that I might finish my course with joy.” Years later, 
staring at the end of that course, he could say the desire had become reality. He did not 
finish because the road remained pleasant. He finished because the destination mattered 
more than the discomfort of the road. 

Every believer has a course in the sense that every believer has a stewardship, 
opportunities, responsibilities, gifts, time, truth, and circumstances in which to serve 
Christ. Not everybody is an apostle. Not everybody preaches publicly. Not everybody 
crosses an ocean. But nobody in Christ has been saved merely to occupy a padded seat 
until the Rapture. Ephesians 2:10 says, “For we are his workmanship, created in Christ 
Jesus unto good works.” Salvation is entirely by grace, but grace does not produce a 
spiritual mannequin. God saved us unto something. A father has a course in his home. A 
mother has a course. A pastor has a course. A worker has opportunities. A student has 
opportunities. The issue is not whether your course looks impressive beside somebody 
else’s. The question is whether you run the course God actually put beneath your feet. 

Finishing also means resisting the temptation to abandon the course because somebody 
else seems to have an easier one. Comparison has derailed many Christians. Peter tried it 
when he looked at John and asked, “Lord, and what shall this man do?” Jesus answered, 
“what is that to thee? follow thou me” (John 21:21–22). That answer could save believers 
several years of wasted jealousy. Another man’s ministry is not your assignment. Another 
church’s size is not your measurement. Another person’s gifts are not your excuse. The 
runner in lane four does not improve his time by spending the race staring sideways at lane 
three. Love Christ’s appearing and finish what He gave you. You do not need somebody 
else’s course to obtain Christ’s approval. You need faithfulness on your own. 

3. “I Have Kept the Faith” 

Paul’s third statement is perhaps the most precious: “I have kept the faith” (2 Timothy 4:7). 
He had not merely remained religious. There is enough religion in the world to sink a 
battleship, and much of it has very little resemblance to apostolic Christianity. Paul kept 
the faith. The definite article matters because Christianity has content. There is a body of 
revealed truth entrusted to the Church. The gospel has content. Sound doctrine has 
content. The Scriptures have words that mean something. Paul did not arrive at the end 



saying, “I evolved with the culture, broadened my perspective, reconsidered the offensive 
parts, and learned that everybody was basically right.” He kept the faith. The world moved. 
Paul did not move with it. 

Keeping the faith is especially difficult near the end because time wears on a man. Youth 
can be militant merely because youth enjoys a fight. The test is whether conviction remains 
after disappointment, betrayal, fatigue, criticism, loss, and years of watching people 
compromise. Paul had seen Demas forsake him, “having loved this present world” (2 
Timothy 4:10). He had encountered Alexander the coppersmith, who “did me much evil” (2 
Timothy 4:14). At his first answer, “no man stood with me, but all men forsook me” (2 
Timothy 4:16). Yet Paul did not conclude that faithfulness had failed because faithful 
friends became scarce. Truth does not become false when the room empties. A compass is 
most valuable when everybody else is lost. 

That connection between keeping the faith and loving Christ’s appearing is essential. A 
man who expects to face Christ has a reason to preserve what Christ entrusted to him. 
Second Timothy 1:13–14 says, “Hold fast the form of sound words” and “That good thing 
which was committed unto thee keep by the Holy Ghost which dwelleth in us.” We are 
custodians, not editors. The Bible was not handed to the Church with a note saying, 
“Please adjust whenever public opinion changes.” Christ’s appearing means the Steward is 
coming back. A servant caught rewriting the Master’s instructions will not improve matters 
by explaining that the neighborhood found the original wording offensive. Keep the faith. 
Trends expire faster than milk. The word of God “liveth and abideth for ever” (1 Peter 1:23). 

4. The Crown Is Reward, Not Salvation 

Paul says, “Henceforth there is laid up for me a crown of righteousness” (2 Timothy 4:8). 
That crown must never be confused with the righteousness by which a sinner is justified 
before God. The saved man’s standing comes from Jesus Christ. Philippians 3:9 speaks of 
being found in Christ, “not having mine own righteousness, which is of the law, but that 
which is through the faith of Christ.” Salvation is not a crown awarded because the sinner 
ran well. It is the gift of God received by faith. The crown of righteousness is something laid 
up for an already saved apostle because of faithful service and a heart that loves Christ’s 
appearing. Mix those two truths and grace immediately gets dragged into a wage system 
where Christ pays sinners according to performance. Paul spent his ministry fighting that 
error; he certainly did not sneak it into his last chapter. 

The distinction becomes clearer when Paul identifies the giver: “the Lord, the righteous 
judge, shall give me at that day.” This is reward language. Second Corinthians 5:10 says, 
“For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ.” First Corinthians 3:14 says, “If 



any man’s work abide which he hath built thereupon, he shall receive a reward.” Verse 15 
immediately allows for loss while preserving salvation: “he shall suffer loss: but he himself 
shall be saved; yet so as by fire.” The Church-age believer is not awaiting a trial to 
determine whether Calvary worked. The question of eternal salvation was settled when he 
trusted Christ. The future examination concerns service, labor, faithfulness, motives, 
stewardship, and reward. The foundation is Christ. The building erected upon it is what 
faces inspection. 

Calling Christ “the righteous judge” also means the reward will be perfectly just. Human 
recognition is uneven. Some faithful servants receive applause on earth while others serve 
almost unnoticed. Some men receive credit for work other people did. Some faithful 
Christians are misunderstood, misrepresented, or forgotten before they are buried. None 
of that confuses Christ. He knows the secret prayer, the resisted temptation, the 
unrecognized sacrifice, the faithful witness, the doctrine defended when compromise 
would have been easier, and the work performed without anybody clapping. His Judgment 
Seat will not require character references because He already knows the character. Earthly 
award committees may miss your name. The righteous Judge never misplaces a file. If 
Christ says a crown is laid up, no earthly neglect can cancel the reservation. 

5. Loving His Appearing Is More Than Knowing Prophecy 

Paul does not say the crown goes to everyone who believes Christ will appear. He says it is 
connected with “all them also that love his appearing” (2 Timothy 4:8). Love involves 
affection, expectation, desire, and value. A man can intellectually accept a doctrine 
without wanting its fulfillment. The devils believe facts about God and tremble. A Christian 
can know every major prophetic position, identify the seals, trumpets, beasts, kingdoms, 
witnesses, and timelines, and still be more emotionally attached to his retirement account 
than to the return of Jesus Christ. Prophecy knowledge can become another collection of 
facts stored in the brain while the heart builds a permanent house in the present world. 
Paul’s language refuses to let us stay there. The question is not merely, “Can you explain 
His appearing?” The question is, “Do you love it?” 

That love is connected with the Church’s blessed hope. Titus 2:13 says, “Looking for that 
blessed hope, and the glorious appearing of the great God and our Saviour Jesus Christ.” 
Philippians 3:20 says, “For our conversation is in heaven; from whence also we look for the 
Saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ.” First Thessalonians 4 describes the Lord descending from 
Heaven, the dead in Christ rising, and living believers being “caught up together with them 
in the clouds, to meet the Lord in the air” (1 Thessalonians 4:17). Paul’s expectation is 
Christward. The Church is not instructed to settle down and wait for Antichrist to provide 



the next appointment. The believer looks for the Saviour. The groom does not spend the 
wedding day staring down the road hoping the tax collector gets there first. 

Loving His appearing also means the believer understands the distinction between the 
Rapture of the Church and the public Second Advent in judgment. The Church is caught up 
to meet Christ in the air; later Christ returns in manifested glory and judgment. Rightly 
dividing those events preserves both the Church’s blessed hope and the prophetic program 
surrounding Israel and the nations. Confusing them usually turns the believer’s expectation 
from Christ to tribulation horrors. Paul comforts the Thessalonians with, “Wherefore 
comfort one another with these words” (1 Thessalonians 4:18). There is nothing particularly 
comforting about telling the Bride she must first survive the worst judgments in human 
history before the Bridegroom comes for her. Paul’s hope is upward. He looks for Christ, 
and that expectation produces a crown. 

6. The Blessed Hope Cleans Up the Present Life 

Biblical prophecy is never given merely to satisfy curiosity. When Scripture speaks about 
Christ’s return, it repeatedly turns toward conduct. Titus 2:12–13 joins the two directly: 
“Teaching us that, denying ungodliness and worldly lusts, we should live soberly, 
righteously, and godly, in this present world; Looking for that blessed hope.” Looking and 
living belong together. A man who claims to expect Christ while deliberately nurturing 
known sin has separated doctrines God joined. First John 3:3 says, “And every man that 
hath this hope in him purifieth himself, even as he is pure.” The hope does not make a 
believer sinless, but it gives him a powerful reason to stop treating sin like a household pet. 
You do not prepare to meet Christ by feeding what Christ condemned. 

The appearing also changes priorities. Colossians 3:1–2 tells believers, “seek those things 
which are above” and “Set your affection on things above, not on things on the earth.” That 
does not forbid work, ownership, planning, family responsibilities, business, education, or 
lawful enjoyment. It forbids allowing temporary things to become ultimate things. There is a 
difference between owning a house and allowing the house to own your imagination. There 
is a difference between having a career and having a career as your identity. There is a 
difference between enjoying earthly blessings and building your soul’s permanent address 
in a world scheduled to pass away. The Christian can use the world without believing the 
sales brochure claiming it lasts forever. 

The appearing also has a wonderful way of shrinking grudges. Suppose the trumpet 
sounded tonight. How impressive would that argument seem while rising to meet Christ? 
How important would the insult look? How valuable would the money withheld out of spite 
feel? How brilliant would that secret sin appear? The coming of Christ puts today beneath 



eternity’s light. Many things that look enormous under fluorescent earthly lighting become 
remarkably small when the glory of Christ is turned on them. A believer who loves His 
appearing has a built-in correction for distorted priorities. The thought, “I may see Him,” 
reaches places rules cannot reach. The heart begins asking not merely, “Is this allowed?” 
but, “Would I be glad to be found doing this when He comes?” 

7. Do Not Settle Down in a World You Are Leaving 

Demas provides the dark contrast to Paul’s crown: “For Demas hath forsaken me, having 
loved this present world” (2 Timothy 4:10). Those words appear only two verses after Paul 
speaks of those who “love his appearing.” The contrast practically preaches itself. Paul 
loved the appearing. Demas loved the present world. Two loves pull in opposite directions. 
The world says settle here, accumulate here, define yourself here, impress people here, 
protect comfort here, and act as though here is all there is. Christ says His people are 
looking for Him. Demas chose what he could presently see. Paul chose what was laid up 
beyond sight. Rome probably thought Demas made the sensible choice. Eternity has a 
different definition of sensible. 

Loving the appearing does not mean neglecting earthly duty. Paul worked. He traveled. He 
planned. He wrote letters. He collected an offering. He cared about churches. He told 
believers to provide for their households and work with their hands. Looking for Christ does 
not turn a Christian into a man staring at the clouds while the grass grows three feet high 
and the electric bill goes unpaid. Biblical expectation produces responsible occupation. 
Jesus said, “Occupy till I come” (Luke 19:13) in its kingdom setting, and the practical 
principle is plain: expectation should sharpen stewardship, not destroy it. The believer 
does not refuse to plant because Christ may come before harvest. He plants faithfully 
while knowing the farm is not Heaven. 

The danger is not using the world; it is falling in love with it. First John 2:15 says, “Love not 
the world, neither the things that are in the world.” The world offers enough comforts to 
make a pilgrim forget he packed for a journey. That is one reason prosperity can test faith 
differently from persecution. Persecution makes the stranger feel like a stranger. Prosperity 
can make him redecorate the hotel room and apply for permanent residency. The crown of 
righteousness reminds us that we are waiting for someone better than everything this world 
can offer. Christ is coming. The believer who loves that truth can hold earthly possessions 
with an open hand because he knows the best thing in his future is not something he owns. 
It is Someone he will see. 

Conclusion 



Paul reached the end without begging Rome for another decade. There was no bitterness in 
his statement that the course was finished. He had fought. He had run. He had kept. Now 
he could look ahead. “Henceforth there is laid up for me a crown of righteousness.” The 
prison could confine his body but not his hope. Nero could shorten his earthly future but 
could not touch what Christ had laid up in Heaven. Paul’s confidence rested in the 
righteous Judge. That is where every believer’s service eventually arrives. Men may 
misunderstand the fight, ignore the course, despise the faith, and mock the expectation of 
Christ’s coming. Their opinion expires. The Judge does not. The Christian who understands 
that can live with his face toward eternity even when the present world thinks he is walking 
in the wrong direction. 

The searching part of the passage is that Paul widens the promise: “not to me only, but unto 
all them also that love his appearing.” That places the crown within reach of ordinary 
believers who genuinely love the Lord they expect to see. You do not need Paul’s apostolic 
office. You do not need his missionary mileage. You do not need to suffer in a Roman 
prison. You need a heart whose affection is set upon Christ and whose expectation shapes 
the way you live. Fight the fight assigned to you. Finish the course beneath your feet. Keep 
the faith entrusted to the Church. Refuse to exchange eternal truth for temporary 
acceptance. Look for the Saviour. The same Christ who came once to bear sin is coming for 
His own, and the believer who loves that appearing has every reason to stay faithful until 
the race is over. 

Do not become so settled here that Christ’s coming would feel like an interruption. Build, 
work, study, provide, serve, preach, witness, love your family, help people, and use every 
opportunity God places in your hands—but keep your suitcase packed in your heart. This 
world is not the inheritance. Its applause is not the verdict. Its pleasures are not the 
reward. Its opposition is not the final court. Somewhere beyond the last ordinary day 
stands “the Lord, the righteous judge.” Paul expected a crown from His hand because he 
had finished looking toward His face. That is the proper end of prophecy: not charts without 
devotion, knowledge without holiness, or arguments without expectation, but a heart that 
can look upward and mean it. The crown of righteousness belongs to people who do more 
than believe Jesus Christ is coming. They love the fact that He is. 

 

 

6 of 10 — The Five Crowns of the Believer — Living Like the Trumpet Could Sound: 
When the Blessed Hope Changes Monday Morning 



Key Passage: Titus 2:13 — “Looking for that blessed hope, and the glorious appearing 
of the great God and our Saviour Jesus Christ.” 

Introduction 

There is a considerable difference between believing Jesus Christ could come and living as 
though you would not mind if He did. A man can defend the pre-tribulation Rapture with a 
notebook full of verses, identify every major prophetic distinction, argue the difference 
between the Rapture and the Second Advent, and still arrange his life as though this 
present world has guaranteed him another fifty years. Paul never treated the Lord’s 
appearing like information locked in a prophecy cabinet and brought out whenever 
somebody wanted to discuss Daniel or Revelation. The hope of Christ’s return got into his 
bloodstream. He told Titus that grace teaches us to deny “ungodliness and worldly lusts” 
and live “soberly, righteously, and godly, in this present world” while “Looking for that 
blessed hope” (Titus 2:12–13). Looking upward was supposed to change walking downward 
here. 

That is why the crown of righteousness is tied to those who “love his appearing” (2 Timothy 
4:8). Love is stronger than doctrinal acknowledgment. A Christian can believe an event will 
happen without particularly wanting it to happen today. He may love the doctrine because 
it wins arguments while secretly hoping the trumpet waits until after the vacation, the 
promotion, the house purchase, the retirement plan, the wedding, or whatever earthly 
milestone has temporarily become more exciting than seeing Jesus Christ. We should be 
honest enough to admit how easily the heart does that. The world sets a table, and before 
long the pilgrim is asking whether he can have dessert before departure. But the blessed 
hope was never designed merely to complete a prophetic system. It was designed to 
loosen our grip on a world that cannot keep us. 

The practical power of the Rapture appears when Monday morning looks different because 
Christ might come before Tuesday. That truth reaches into secret sin, grudges, money, 
unfinished obedience, witnessing, ministry, family responsibilities, laziness, ambitions, 
entertainment, and the use of time. It does not produce date-setting lunacy or a newspaper 
ministry in which every headline must somehow be squeezed into Revelation 13 before 
breakfast. Paul was not waiting for Antichrist. He was waiting for Christ. First Thessalonians 
4 does not tell the Church to scan the horizon for the beast; it tells us the Lord Himself will 
descend from Heaven and we shall “meet the Lord in the air” (1 Thessalonians 4:17). When 
that hope becomes real, an astonishing amount of earthly nonsense begins shrinking to its 
proper size. 

1. Looking for the Saviour, Not the Tribulation 



The Church’s expectation is Christward. Philippians 3:20 says, “For our conversation is in 
heaven; from whence also we look for the Saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ.” Titus says we are 
“Looking for that blessed hope.” First Thessalonians says the saints are caught up “to meet 
the Lord in the air.” The direction is remarkably consistent. We are looking for a Person, not 
waiting to identify a treaty, calculate a mark, survive bowls of wrath, or determine which 
world leader finally fits somebody’s chart. The prophetic program contains all kinds of 
events, judgments, kingdoms, signs, and personalities, but the Body of Christ has a 
blessed hope centered in Jesus Christ Himself. A bride who spends the wedding day 
studying the undertaker’s schedule has probably missed the main event. 

That is why rightly dividing the Rapture from the Second Advent matters. At the Rapture, 
Christ catches away His Church to meet Him in the air. At the Second Advent, He returns 
publicly to earth in judgment and glory. Mixing those events wrecks the blessed hope by 
dragging the Church through judgments belonging to a different prophetic setting. First 
Thessalonians 1:10 describes believers as waiting for God’s Son from Heaven, “even Jesus, 
which delivered us from the wrath to come.” First Thessalonians 5:9 says, “For God hath not 
appointed us to wrath.” The Church is not instructed to prepare an emergency bunker for 
Daniel’s seventieth week. It is instructed to wait for the Lord. Prophetic confusion always 
has practical consequences because what a man expects tomorrow affects what he does 
today. 

That expectation should produce comfort rather than hysteria. Paul finishes the Rapture 
passage with, “Wherefore comfort one another with these words” (1 Thessalonians 4:18). If 
your prophetic teaching leaves believers staring terrified at every barcode, computer chip, 
election, war, disease, satellite, or banking change, somebody has misplaced the comfort. 
The blessed hope is not a weekly panic attack baptized with prophecy terminology. Neither 
is it permission for laziness. It is settled confidence that Christ is coming for His Church 
and that we should be found faithful when He does. The believer does not need to 
recognize every piece on the prophetic chessboard. He needs to know the King is coming, 
the Church belongs to Him, and there is work to finish before the trumpet sounds. 

2. The Trumpet Puts Secret Sin on Notice 

Nothing exposes secret sin quite like the possibility of an unexpected meeting with Jesus 
Christ. First John 3:3 says, “And every man that hath this hope in him purifieth himself, even 
as he is pure.” The verse does not say prophecy charts purify a man. Hope does. When the 
return of Christ becomes personal, the believer begins evaluating what he permits in 
private. That hidden website, secret conversation, dishonest account, cherished 
bitterness, private fantasy, concealed habit, or little compromise nobody else sees 
suddenly has an appointment with the light. A Christian can fool the church, family, friends, 



and perhaps himself, but nobody fools Christ. The trumpet does not need to send a 
warning text thirty minutes beforehand so the believer can clean the room. 

That does not mean salvation hangs by a thread every time the believer fails. The saved 
man is secure in Jesus Christ. The Rapture is not a last-second salvation test. But secure 
salvation does not cancel accountability. Second Corinthians 5:10 says, “For we must all 
appear before the judgment seat of Christ.” First Corinthians 3:13 says, “Every man’s work 
shall be made manifest.” The believer who loves Christ’s appearing is not terrified that 
Christ will throw him out of the family; he is sobered that the One who saved him will 
examine what he did after becoming part of the family. A son may remain a son while still 
being ashamed of how he behaved. Grace settles relationship. The Judgment Seat 
examines stewardship. 

The practical question is devastatingly simple: would you want Christ to come while you 
are doing what you are doing? If that question makes the room uncomfortable, the 
discomfort may be doing useful work. We often ask whether something is technically 
permissible, how close we can get to the edge, or whether anybody can prove a particular 
habit is sinful. The blessed hope asks a better question: would I be glad to be found here 
when He comes? That does not turn Christianity into nervous superstition. It turns 
eternity’s light onto present choices. A man who truly wants to see Christ does not spend 
his days hiding things from the very Person he claims he cannot wait to meet. 

3. Monday Morning Has Eternal Weight 

The coming of Christ is easy to discuss on Sunday. Monday morning proves whether the 
doctrine escaped the church building. A man gets up tired, traffic is heavy, work is irritating, 
somebody speaks sharply, a bill arrives, the phone starts ringing, and suddenly 
eschatology seems very far away. Yet that ordinary Monday may be the final Monday before 
the trumpet. That possibility gives ordinary obedience enormous dignity. Colossians 3:23 
says, “And whatsoever ye do, do it heartily, as to the Lord, and not unto men.” The believer 
does not need dramatic circumstances to serve Christ. He needs to remember that Christ 
sees the ordinary ones. Faithfulness is usually built out of common days stacked one on 
top of another. 

That changes the way a Christian works. If Christ may come, then dishonest shortcuts, lazy 
workmanship, hidden theft of company time, chronic lateness, and careless promises are 
not small matters. The believer represents Christ in places where nobody will ever hear him 
preach. Titus 2 speaks of conduct that may “adorn the doctrine of God our Saviour in all 
things” (Titus 2:10). You can hold the correct prophetic position and still make Christianity 
smell bad at work by being the employee nobody can trust. A man waiting for Christ should 



not need a supervisor standing over him every five minutes. The Lord already has better 
eyesight than management. Prophecy that never reaches the time clock is theology 
wearing house slippers. 

The same is true at home. Loving Christ’s appearing affects how husbands speak to wives, 
how wives respond to husbands, how parents deal with children, how children honor 
parents, and whether family members treat strangers more graciously than the people 
sitting at their own table. It is possible to discuss the Rapture loudly while carrying 
resentment through the hallway. The trumpet could sound while you are refusing to 
apologize over something you know was wrong. That thought puts pride on a short leash. 
The blessed hope does not merely make Christians stare upward. It makes them behave 
better downward, where actual people live with them. 

4. Unfinished Obedience Is Still Disobedience 

One of the most dangerous words in the Christian vocabulary is “someday.” Someday I will 
witness to him. Someday I will reconcile with her. Someday I will begin that work. Someday 
I will deal with that sin. Someday I will study the Bible seriously. Someday I will start praying 
faithfully. Someday I will obey what God has already made plain. The trouble is that 
Scripture never gave anybody ownership of someday. James 4:14 asks, “For what is your 
life? It is even a vapour.” The Rapture adds another reason for urgency: even if your life 
continues, the Church age may not continue another day. Procrastination is gambling with 
time you never possessed. 

Paul’s final testimony was, “I have finished my course” (2 Timothy 4:7). That statement 
contains the satisfaction of completed obedience. He did not say, “I had several excellent 
ideas I meant to get around to.” He finished. The believer who loves Christ’s appearing 
should develop an allergy to unnecessary unfinished business. That does not mean every 
project must be completed before bedtime. Life contains long responsibilities, developing 
ministries, ongoing studies, and plans that require years. The issue is delayed obedience. If 
God has made the next step clear, waiting for a more convenient spiritual mood is 
disobedience wearing a calendar. 

Sometimes Christians mistake intention for obedience because intention feels virtuous. A 
man intends to witness, so he mentally credits himself with evangelistic concern. He 
intends to give, so he feels generous before writing the check. He intends to forgive, so he 
thinks the matter is halfway settled while still rehearsing the offense. Good intentions are 
the waiting room of Christian usefulness, and some believers have furnished apartments 
there. The coming of Christ kicks the chair out from under procrastination. If something 



ought to be done, begin. If somebody ought to hear, speak. If something ought to be 
confessed, confess it. Do not make the trumpet compete with your to-do list. 

5. The Blessed Hope Rearranges Money and Priorities 

Money has a remarkable ability to reveal what a man believes about the future. Jesus said, 
“For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also” (Matthew 6:21). The Church-age 
believer understands that earthly possessions are temporary and eternal reward is not. 
That does not make savings wrong, planning wrong, insurance wrong, property wrong, or 
providing for family wrong. First Timothy 5:8 condemns failure to provide. The issue is 
whether money serves the believer or the believer serves money. A Christian who says 
Christ could come today while arranging every ambition around acquiring more tomorrow 
may need to check which doctrine has actually reached his heart. 

The blessed hope changes spending because it changes value. A dollar can buy another 
temporary convenience or advance something with eternal consequences. That does not 
mean every lawful pleasure must be eliminated until believers live on crackers under a 
bridge. God “giveth us richly all things to enjoy” (1 Timothy 6:17). But the very next verses 
command the rich to be “rich in good works, ready to distribute, willing to communicate,” 
laying up “a good foundation against the time to come” (1 Timothy 6:18–19). Scripture 
permits enjoyment while refusing idolatry. The problem is not possessing something nice. 
The problem comes when the possibility of seeing Christ excites us less than the possibility 
of upgrading it. 

Priorities extend beyond money to time, energy, talent, and attention. A believer may claim 
eternal priorities while giving the best hours of every day to temporary ambitions and 
whatever exhausted scraps remain to God. We understand investing early when talking 
about retirement, education, or business, but somehow eternity gets whatever loose 
change is left in the schedule. Ephesians 5:16 says, “Redeeming the time, because the 
days are evil.” Time is wealth that cannot be stored. Every hour is spent immediately. The 
trumpet reminds us that the spending account could close without notice. A wise believer 
wants enough of his life invested in eternity that Christ’s appearing will not reveal that he 
spent his fortune decorating the waiting room. 

6. The Coming of Christ Makes Grudges Look Ridiculous 

Few things look more impressive at close range than an offense. Somebody said 
something, did something, failed to do something, embarrassed us, betrayed us, 
overlooked us, or treated us unjustly, and suddenly the entire universe appears to revolve 
around the wound. The flesh becomes an expert archivist. It preserves dates, phrases, 
facial expressions, witnesses, and supporting exhibits in case the matter goes to trial in the 



imagination again next Thursday. Then put that grudge beside the trumpet. First 
Thessalonians 4 says we shall be “caught up together” to meet the Lord. Together. Imagine 
being caught up with the brother you refused to speak to because he made a remark three 
years earlier. Eternity has a way of making some courtroom exhibits look embarrassingly 
small. 

Ephesians 4:32 tells believers to forgive one another “even as God for Christ’s sake hath 
forgiven you.” That standard takes the oxygen out of self-righteous resentment. We are not 
told the offense did not matter. We are told Christ’s forgiveness matters more. The believer 
who loves His appearing understands he may see the Lord before he ever receives the 
apology he thinks he deserves. That raises a useful question: do you want to meet Christ 
clutching a grievance like a legal folder, ready to explain why grace should have stopped 
with you? We preach forgiveness wonderfully until somebody supplies us with an actual 
person to forgive. 

The same hope restrains petty church conflicts. Congregations can divide over 
preferences, personalities, misunderstandings, seating arrangements, musical tastes, 
schedules, methods, and matters that would look absurd if written beside “the Lord 
himself shall descend from heaven” (1 Thessalonians 4:16). Doctrine matters. Truth 
matters. Sin sometimes requires confrontation. Biblical separation has a place. But not 
every irritation deserves a denominational split and a three-generation feud. The trumpet 
teaches proportion. Some hills are worth dying on. Others are barely speed bumps. Loving 
Christ’s appearing helps the believer tell the difference before pride turns a pebble into 
Mount Sinai. 

7. Occupy Without Settling Down 

Waiting for Christ does not mean neglecting life. The believer works, plans, builds, learns, 
marries, raises children, serves, gives, teaches, plants, writes, studies, and carries 
responsibility. Paul expected Christ and still made travel plans, sent letters, trained 
Timothy, organized collections, strengthened churches, and asked for his books and 
parchments. Biblical expectancy is active. It does not produce somebody sitting on the 
roof in a white robe staring at the clouds while the grass grows waist-high. The doctrine of 
Christ’s return has attracted its share of foolish behavior because the flesh can turn even a 
blessed hope into an excuse for laziness. Paul never did. 

The difference is that the believer occupies without settling his heart here. Colossians 3:2 
says, “Set your affection on things above, not on things on the earth.” Affection is the issue. 
You can own property without property owning you. You can enjoy a career without making 
the career your identity. You can love your family deeply without forgetting Christ has first 



claim on the heart. You can appreciate lawful blessings without acting as though losing one 
would destroy your universe. The world is a place of service, not permanent residence. A 
traveler uses the hotel room gratefully, but only a confused traveler begins remodeling it 
because he plans to stay forever. 

That is why Demas is such a warning near the crown of righteousness passage. Paul says, 
“Demas hath forsaken me, having loved this present world” (2 Timothy 4:10). Only two 
verses earlier Paul spoke of those who “love his appearing.” There are the two loves. 
Present world. Christ’s appearing. One pulls downward; the other upward. Demas chose 
what was immediately available. Paul chose what was eternally laid up. Every Christian 
faces smaller versions of that choice constantly. What gets the heart? What gets the 
energy? What receives sacrifice? What feels like home? A believer waiting for Christ can 
enjoy earth without marrying it. The Bride already has a Bridegroom. 

Conclusion 

Living like the trumpet could sound does not require predictions, sensational headlines, 
date charts, survival supplies, or a fresh conspiracy every week. It requires ordinary 
faithfulness charged with eternal expectation. Deny ungodliness. Live soberly. Keep short 
accounts with people. Use money wisely. Redeem time. Finish obedience. Give the gospel. 
Serve while opportunity remains. Keep your hands busy without letting your heart take root 
in the soil. The blessed hope is practical precisely because Christ could interrupt an 
ordinary day. The Rapture may not happen during a prophecy conference. It may happen 
while you are driving to work, washing dishes, teaching a child, answering email, preaching 
a sermon, or sitting at the breakfast table. That means ordinary moments are not spiritually 
insignificant. 

Paul was not waiting for Antichrist. He was waiting for Jesus Christ. That distinction kept his 
hope clean. He could look at a world filled with Rome’s power, persecution, corruption, 
false teaching, and personal danger without acting as though Caesar controlled the future. 
Christ did. The same is true now. Governments change, technology changes, economies 
rise and fall, wars begin, cultural madness multiplies, and men produce new reasons to 
panic every morning. None of it moved Christ off His throne. The Church’s hope is not that 
the world finally becomes sensible. The Church’s hope is that the Saviour is coming. Once 
that is settled, panic becomes less impressive and faithfulness becomes more urgent. 

So live in such a way that the trumpet would not ruin your plans; it would fulfill your hope. 
Do not keep a sin you hope Christ waits to discover. Do not keep a grudge you hope to 
settle before He arrives. Do not postpone obedience while assuming another decade 
belongs to you. Do not spend everything on a world you are leaving and then call the 



leftovers eternal investment. Work hard, love people, preach Christ, care for your family, 
build what is useful, enjoy what God lawfully gives, and keep looking upward. The coming 
of the Lord has a marvelous way of shrinking nonsense and enlarging what matters. The 
crown of righteousness belongs to those who do more than explain His appearing. They 
love it enough to let it change Monday morning. 

 

 

7 of 10 — The Five Crowns of the Believer — Blessed Is the Man That Endureth: The 
Crown of Life Under the Pressure of Trial 

Key Passage: James 1:12 — “Blessed is the man that endureth temptation: for when he 
is tried, he shall receive the crown of life, which the Lord hath promised to them that 
love him.” 

Introduction 

James does not pronounce the man blessed because he found a way to avoid every 
difficult thing that came down the road. He says, “Blessed is the man that endureth 
temptation” (James 1:12). There is a considerable difference. Modern religion often treats 
blessing as though God’s chief responsibility were keeping the refrigerator full, the doctor’s 
report pleasant, the bank account comfortable, the neighbors friendly, and every rough 
edge sanded off the believer’s experience. James puts a crown on the other side of 
pressure. The man is tested, tried, pressed, and tempted, yet he endures. Scripture has 
never taught that faithfulness is proved by how loudly a man sings when the weather is 
seventy-two degrees and everybody likes him. Anybody can praise God when the 
cupboards are full and the road is level. The test comes when obedience begins costing 
something and quitting starts looking cheaper. 

The crown of life must also be handled with doctrinal care because the two clearest 
passages connected with it are James 1:12 and Revelation 2:10. James explicitly addresses 
“the twelve tribes which are scattered abroad” (James 1:1), and Revelation contains 
prophetic material that must not be poured indiscriminately into Church-age doctrine like 
somebody emptying every bottle in the medicine cabinet into one glass. Rightly dividing the 
word of truth means allowing each passage to stand where God put it before making 
spiritual application. The Jewish character of James must be acknowledged. The prophetic 
weight and immediate Smyrna setting of Revelation 2 must be respected. Yet after those 
distinctions are made, the principle remains impossible to miss: God takes notice of 
faithfulness under pressure, and He attaches reward to endurance. Scripture does not 
need a theological blender to become useful. It needs to be believed where it stands. 



The crown of life is therefore not eternal life itself and cannot be turned into a works-
salvation trophy. Eternal life is the gift of God through Jesus Christ our Lord (Romans 6:23). 
A gift is received; a crown is rewarded. Christ finished the work of salvation. The believer 
cannot improve Calvary by suffering longer, resisting harder, or dying more dramatically. 
But service and faithfulness can be rewarded, and the Bible repeatedly teaches that what a 
servant endures for God matters beyond the present hour. Pressure reveals what comfort 
often hides. A man may have impressive convictions while conviction costs nothing. Put 
the truth under financial pressure, social pressure, family pressure, physical pressure, or 
fear of loss, and suddenly we discover whether the conviction was anchored or merely 
rented. The crown of life reminds us that trials end. The Lord’s record of faithfulness does 
not. 

1. Blessed Is the Man That Endureth 

The first word worth noticing is “Blessed.” James does not say the temptation is pleasant. 
He does not command the believer to pretend pain feels good, loss is enjoyable, or 
pressure should be greeted with a grin painted on the face. The blessing belongs to “the 
man that endureth temptation.” Endurance means he remains beneath the load without 
abandoning the truth. He continues when quitting would be easier. He stays faithful while 
relief is being offered at the price of compromise. James has already said, “My brethren, 
count it all joy when ye fall into divers temptations” because “the trying of your faith 
worketh patience” (James 1:2–3). The trial has an effect when endured properly. God can 
use pressure to produce staying power. We spend half our time asking God to remove the 
weight while God may be using the weight to build spiritual muscle. 

Endurance is not passive helplessness. It is stubborn faithfulness anchored in what God 
said. The man in James does not merely survive because time eventually moved forward. 
He remains faithful under examination. There is a world of difference between enduring 
biblically and simply becoming hardened by suffering. One man comes out of trouble 
closer to God; another comes out bitter. One learns patience; another learns to complain 
more efficiently. Trials do not automatically improve anyone. Boiling water softens a potato 
and hardens an egg, and the same pressure can expose very different hearts. Scripture 
never teaches that pain itself sanctifies. The issue is what faith does while pain is present. 
James directs the tested man toward God, not inward toward self-pity or outward toward 
blame. 

That makes the promise glorious: “for when he is tried, he shall receive the crown of life.” 
The trial is not the crown. The pressure is not the reward. The hardship is temporary ground 
upon which faithfulness is tested. The crown lies beyond it. That perspective matters 
because present pressure always tries to convince a man that the present moment is the 



whole universe. Pain is a terrible theologian. It tells you this will never end, God has 
forgotten you, compromise will not matter, and immediate relief is more important than 
distant reward. James answers with eternity. When he is tried, not if he feels comfortable, 
there is something beyond the pressure. The furnace has a door. The storm has an edge. 
The temptation has a limit. God’s promise extends farther than the trial. 

2. Trial Reveals What Ease Conceals 

Temptation and trial reveal things comfort keeps politely hidden. A man can talk about faith 
in prosperity and never discover how much of his confidence actually rested in 
circumstances. Job’s accuser understood the testing principle when he charged that Job 
served God because God had blessed and protected him. “Doth Job fear God for nought?” 
(Job 1:9). Satan’s accusation was that remove the hedge and Job’s religion would disappear 
with it. The devil has been making that argument about God’s people ever since. He 
believes loyalty has a price. He assumes every conviction can be bought if the pressure is 
increased sufficiently. The crown of life stands as God’s answer to that accusation: there 
are men and women who will remain faithful when obedience costs more than comfort. 

Comfort can hide spiritual weakness because nothing is demanding an answer. A man may 
say the Bible is his final authority until obedience threatens his reputation. He may say 
Christ comes first until service interferes with his schedule. He may preach separation 
from the world until separation costs business, friendship, popularity, or opportunity. Then 
the trial asks the question comfort never bothered to ask: did you mean it? Pressure does 
not create every weakness it exposes. Sometimes it merely turns on the light. A cracked 
foundation can look magnificent during clear weather. Let the storm lean on the house and 
suddenly the decorator is no longer the most important man on the property. 

That is why Christians should not automatically treat every trial as evidence that something 
has gone wrong. Sometimes trial is exactly where faith is proved. Peter wrote of “the trial of 
your faith, being much more precious than of gold that perisheth” (1 Peter 1:7). Gold is 
tested because value is being demonstrated. Faith that only works under ideal conditions 
has never been asked to show very much. This does not mean we manufacture suffering or 
behave recklessly in order to prove spirituality. There is no crown for creating unnecessary 
trouble and then congratulating yourself for enduring it. Some people kick a hornet’s nest 
and call the swelling persecution. Biblical trial is pressure encountered while walking 
faithfully, not consequences produced by foolishness. God knows the difference even if the 
testimony meeting does not. 

3. James Must Stay in James 



James begins by identifying his audience: “James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus 
Christ, to the twelve tribes which are scattered abroad, greeting” (James 1:1). That verse 
ought to remain attached to the book instead of being surgically removed whenever 
somebody wants to make every sentence a direct Church-age doctrinal formula. The 
twelve tribes are not the Body of Christ under another nickname. James has an 
unmistakable Jewish character, language, and setting. Right division does not mean 
throwing James away; it means reading the address before opening somebody else’s mail. 
You can learn plenty from a letter addressed to another person without forging your name 
over theirs. The Bible is all for us, but not every verse is directly to us under identical 
doctrinal conditions. 

That distinction becomes crucial because James contains passages routinely abused by 
works-salvation teachers. James 2 discusses faith and works in a setting that demands 
careful handling, and James 1:12 must not be dragged into a Church-age salvation formula 
in which enduring temptation earns eternal life. Paul is explicit about the believer’s 
salvation: “For by grace are ye saved through faith” (Ephesians 2:8), and “not by works of 
righteousness which we have done” (Titus 3:5). The crown of life cannot contradict the 
gospel entrusted to Paul. Scripture does not fight with Scripture. Confusion begins when 
the reader refuses to notice audience, context, and dispensation, then blames the Bible for 
the mess he created. A tangled fishing line is not evidence the lake is confused. 

Once James is allowed to stand in its proper setting, the legitimate spiritual application 
becomes stronger rather than weaker. James teaches that God values endurance under 
trial. He teaches that temptation must not be blamed on God, for “God cannot be tempted 
with evil, neither tempteth he any man” (James 1:13). He traces sinful temptation inward: 
“every man is tempted, when he is drawn away of his own lust, and enticed” (James 1:14). 
Those truths apply with tremendous force. Right division never produces a weaker Bible. It 
produces a cleaner one. We do not need to steal Israel’s mail to find Christian application. 
We need enough sense to read the envelope and enough humility to apply principles 
without destroying doctrine. 

4. Smyrna, Suffering, and the Crown of Life 

Revelation 2 gives the other great crown-of-life passage in the Lord’s message to Smyrna: 
“be thou faithful unto death, and I will give thee a crown of life” (Revelation 2:10). The 
setting is suffering. Christ says, “I know thy works, and tribulation, and poverty, (but thou 
art rich)” (Revelation 2:9). Heaven’s accounting is already different from earth’s. Smyrna 
looks poor below and rich above. Men saw poverty; Christ saw treasure. That ought to warn 
every church fascinated with visible prosperity. A congregation can own buildings, budgets, 
screens, staff, equipment, and enough coffee machines to fuel a railway station and still be 



spiritually bankrupt. Another can have little this world respects and possess enormous 
value before Christ. 

The message also contains prophetic weight. Christ warns that some will be cast into 
prison and says, “ye shall have tribulation ten days.” Revelation must be handled 
prophetically, especially as its messages reach beyond immediate first-century assemblies 
into the broader prophetic structure of the book. We should not flatten Smyrna into a 
generic Church-age slogan and ignore the placement, wording, and suffering context. Nor 
should we turn “faithful unto death” into a formula teaching that a member of Christ’s Body 
maintains eternal salvation by surviving martyrdom. Paul’s gospel leaves no room for that. 
The Church-age believer has eternal life in Christ. Revelation 2:10 presents faithfulness 
rewarded with a crown. Salvation and reward must remain distinct or Calvary gets reduced 
to a down payment awaiting our final installment. 

But once those boundaries are respected, the practical force is impossible to escape. 
Christ sees suffering His people endure for fidelity to Him. He sees imprisonment. He sees 
poverty. He sees slander. He sees fear. He sees death itself. The world may take 
possessions and call the believer poor while Heaven calls him rich. Men may remove 
freedom while Christ records faithfulness. Earthly courts may condemn while the righteous 
Judge prepares reward. Smyrna proves that suffering cannot be evaluated merely by what it 
takes away. Sometimes the believer loses what the world counts while gaining what the 
world cannot see. A bank statement is a poor instrument for measuring eternal wealth. 

5. Faithful Unto Death 

“Be thou faithful unto death” is not sentimental language. Death is where every earthly 
threat finally reveals its maximum reach. Men can threaten employment, property, 
reputation, freedom, comfort, family relationships, bodily safety, and eventually life itself. 
Beyond death they run out of ammunition. Jesus said, “fear not them which kill the body, 
but are not able to kill the soul” (Matthew 10:28). That perspective does not make death 
trivial. Death is an enemy, and suffering is real. It simply puts human threats beneath divine 
authority. A persecutor can end a believer’s earthly career. He cannot cancel resurrection. 
He can silence the voice temporarily. He cannot erase the testimony from God’s record. 

Faithfulness unto death has therefore marked some of the strongest testimonies God’s 
people have ever given. A man who refuses to deny truth when denial would preserve his 
life declares that Christ is worth more than breath. That is not theatrical courage. It is the 
final extension of a thousand smaller decisions made before the executioner arrives. Men 
rarely become faithful in the largest trial after practicing compromise in every smaller one. 
The man who sells conviction for convenience on Monday should not assume he will 



become a martyr by Friday. Character is trained under lesser pressures. Every time the 
believer refuses to trade truth for relief, he strengthens the habit of fidelity. 

Most Christians will never face literal martyrdom, but the principle still cuts close. Will you 
remain faithful when telling the truth costs money? When biblical doctrine costs friends? 
When refusing compromise makes you unpopular? When a family member resents your 
stand? When obedience closes a door you wanted open? The devil does not always need a 
firing squad. Sometimes a promotion works fine. Sometimes social acceptance works even 
better. Persecution threatens from outside; prosperity often negotiates from within. One 
says, “Deny Christ or suffer.” The other whispers, “Just soften things a little and everybody 
can remain comfortable.” Both are asking what your convictions are worth. 

6. Temptation Offers Relief at the Price of Truth 

Temptation usually presents itself as relief. The pressure hurts, and compromise appears 
carrying pain medication. Tell the lie and the problem goes away. Join the crowd and the 
loneliness ends. Hide the conviction and the criticism stops. Give in to lust and the craving 
quiets for a moment. Take the unethical money and the financial pressure eases. Temper 
the doctrine and the audience becomes friendlier. The offer is always immediate. The 
invoice comes later. Esau demonstrated the pattern when he traded his birthright for one 
meal because hunger made the future seem less important than the present bowl. Genesis 
records a transaction that still takes place spiritually every day: something lasting is traded 
for something immediate. 

James explains the inward machinery: “every man is tempted, when he is drawn away of 
his own lust, and enticed” (James 1:14). The devil may supply the bait, the world may 
provide the pond, but lust explains why the fish bites. That is why blaming circumstances 
never solves temptation. “I only compromised because things were hard” may explain the 
pressure, but it does not excuse the choice. Trials do not give sin permission slips. The 
believer must learn to recognize relief that costs obedience as counterfeit relief. A trap 
always looks safest before the door closes. If temptation introduced itself by saying, “I have 
come to destroy your testimony and rob your reward,” business would be slow. 

The crown of life places another option before the believer: endure. Do not buy temporary 
relief with eternal loss. First Corinthians 10:13 promises that God “will with the temptation 
also make a way to escape, that ye may be able to bear it.” Notice the ending: bear it. 
Sometimes the escape is not removal from all discomfort. Sometimes God enables the 
believer to stand faithfully through it. We often want deliverance without endurance. God 
may give endurance before deliverance. The furnace may stay hot while He keeps the 



servant faithful inside it. Faith says obedience is worth more than immediate ease because 
the Judge sees beyond the present temperature. 

7. The Crown Lies Beyond the Pressure 

The crown of life teaches us to look past the present trial without pretending the trial is 
unreal. James says, “when he is tried, he shall receive.” There is sequence in those words. 
Testing now; reward later. Scripture continually trains the believer to think beyond the 
immediate horizon. Paul spoke of “our light affliction, which is but for a moment,” working 
“for us a far more exceeding and eternal weight of glory” (2 Corinthians 4:17). Paul was not 
calling beatings, imprisonment, hunger, betrayal, and hardship pleasant. He was 
comparing present affliction with eternal glory. Eternity changes the scale. Put a grain of 
sand beside a mountain and the grain has not ceased to exist; it has simply found proper 
proportion. 

That perspective keeps suffering from becoming the believer’s identity. You are not merely 
the person who went through the trial. You belong to Christ. The trial has an expiration date. 
The Lord’s promises do not. The world likes to define people by wounds because wounds 
make excellent lifelong labels. Scripture calls believers to look toward what God is 
producing and what lies beyond. Romans 8:18 says, “the sufferings of this present time are 
not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us.” That does not 
belittle suffering. It magnifies glory. Heaven will not spend eternity discussing the storm. 
The storm will be a footnote beside what Christ accomplished through those who trusted 
Him within it. 

And the crown itself keeps the focus on Christ. James says it is “the crown of life, which the 
Lord hath promised to them that love him.” Love for the Lord is what gives endurance its 
proper heart. A man can endure hardship out of stubbornness, pride, reputation, or sheer 
natural toughness. Biblical endurance is more than grit. It is faithfulness because Christ is 
worthy. Revelation likewise places the crown in Christ’s hand: “I will give thee a crown of 
life.” The reward comes from Him. That makes every act of endurance personal. The 
believer is not merely proving something about himself. He is refusing to betray the One 
who bought him. Trials ask, “How much relief do you want?” Love answers, “Not enough to 
sell Him.” 

Conclusion 

The crown of life stands on the far side of pressure and reminds us that God measures 
trials differently from the flesh. The flesh asks how quickly the discomfort can end. Faith 
asks how faithfully Christ can be honored while it lasts. James pronounces the enduring 
man blessed. Smyrna is told to remain faithful under suffering. Neither passage gives 



permission to confuse reward with the free gift of eternal life, and neither should be ripped 
from its proper doctrinal setting. James is addressed to the twelve tribes scattered abroad. 
Revelation 2 speaks in a prophetic book to Smyrna under real and severe tribulation. Right 
division keeps those truths straight while allowing the principle to strike home: God notices 
faithfulness when pressure makes compromise attractive. 

Some trials will be loud. Others will come quietly. The loud trial may threaten your health, 
income, liberty, or life. The quiet trial may simply offer convenience in exchange for 
conviction. Both ask what you value most. That is why comfortable Christianity can be 
deceptive. A man may imagine himself wonderfully faithful because nobody has asked him 
to pay anything yet. The receipt arrives when truth costs. Then the heart is exposed. Do not 
despise those moments. They are opportunities to demonstrate that Jesus Christ is worth 
more than temporary relief. The world can only offer what expires. Christ promises what 
survives the grave. 

So endure. Not because pain is holy by itself, not because hardship earns salvation, not 
because suffering automatically makes anyone spiritual, but because Christ is worthy of 
faithfulness and eternity is longer than the trial. Let the pressure expose whatever needs 
correcting. Let it drive you to Scripture instead of compromise, prayer instead of bitterness, 
obedience instead of bargaining. Refuse to sell permanent truth for temporary comfort. 
Every storm eventually moves beyond the horizon. Every furnace cools. Every threat loses 
its voice. Even death reaches a boundary it cannot cross. But what Christ has promised 
remains. The trial is temporary. The reward is not. “Blessed is the man that endureth 
temptation.” 

 

 

8 of 10 — The Five Crowns of the Believer — When Quitting Would Be Easier: The 
Reward Waiting Beyond the Trial 

Key Passage: James 1:12 — “Blessed is the man that endureth temptation: for when he 
is tried, he shall receive the crown of life, which the Lord hath promised to them that 
love him.” 

Introduction 

Some of the greatest Christian victories look almost embarrassingly ordinary from the 
outside because nothing spectacular happened. The believer simply did not quit. He got up 
the next morning and opened the same Bible. He prayed again after yesterday’s prayer 
seemed unanswered. He went back to the work God gave him after the excitement had 



evaporated. He kept his convictions when compromising them would have made life 
easier. He endured another temptation, another disappointment, another criticism, 
another lonely stretch, another day when nobody seemed to notice whether he remained 
faithful or not. Heaven notices. James says, “Blessed is the man that endureth temptation” 
(James 1:12). The blessing is not attached to dramatic appearances but to endurance. 
There are days when victory does not look like conquering a city. Sometimes victory looks 
like refusing to surrender the six feet of ground God told you to stand on. 

The devil does not need to turn every believer into an atheist. Sometimes he will settle for 
making him tired enough to become useless. A man can still believe every major doctrine, 
carry the right Bible, attend church, agree with the sermon, and inwardly begin 
surrendering the battlefield one little piece at a time. He stops praying because nothing 
seems to change. He stops witnessing because rejection gets old. He stops studying 
because he thinks he already knows enough. He stops serving because somebody failed to 
appreciate him. He stops expecting anything from God because disappointment has been 
sitting in the same chair for too long. Eventually he has not denied Christ with his mouth, 
but he has quietly retired from usefulness. The devil did not need to steal his salvation. He 
only needed to convince him that continuing was no longer worth the trouble. 

The crown of life puts eternal value on the decision to keep going when quitting would feel 
better. James 1:12 belongs in its proper setting, addressed to the twelve tribes scattered 
abroad, and Revelation 2:10 carries its own immediate and prophetic weight. Those 
distinctions remain important. Yet the Bible-wide principle is unmistakable: God sees 
faithfulness under pressure, and endurance matters to Him. The Christian living in this 
present dispensation does not earn eternal life by holding out. Eternal life is already the gift 
of God through Jesus Christ. But the saved man’s labor, faithfulness, sacrifice, and 
endurance do not fall into a black hole simply because no earthly audience applauds 
them. God keeps better records than men do. The trial may never explain itself down here. 
The Lord does not require our understanding before He deserves our obedience. 

1. Weariness Is Not the Same Thing as Defeat 

One of the devil’s oldest tricks is convincing a tired Christian that he is a defeated 
Christian. Scripture does not teach that. Paul admitted pressure. He spoke of being 
“troubled on every side,” “perplexed,” “persecuted,” and “cast down” (2 Corinthians 4:8–9). 
Those are not the words of a man floating three feet above the ground in constant spiritual 
excitement. Yet every phrase is followed by a boundary: “yet not distressed,” “but not in 
despair,” “but not forsaken,” “but not destroyed.” Paul could feel the weight without 
surrendering to it. Weariness is human. Defeat is a decision. A man may be exhausted and 



still faithful. He may be discouraged and still obedient. He may have tears in his eyes while 
his feet remain planted exactly where God told him to stand. 

That matters because modern Christianity sometimes treats strong emotion as proof of 
spiritual condition. If a man feels victorious, he assumes he is. If he feels discouraged, he 
assumes he has failed. Feelings make terrible judges. Elijah could call down fire on Carmel 
and then sit under a juniper tree wishing to die. The spiritual thermometer moved 
dramatically, but God had not changed. There are days when faith sings and days when 
faith simply keeps walking. Both can be faith. The Christian life cannot be built on 
permanent emotional adrenaline because nobody lives at that altitude. Eventually Monday 
morning arrives, the song ends, the crowd goes home, and obedience must stand without 
musical accompaniment. 

Weariness should therefore be handled honestly rather than dramatically. Rest if the body 
needs rest. Pray when the heart is heavy. Accept encouragement. Seek wise fellowship. But 
do not turn tiredness into a theology of surrender. Galatians 6:9 says, “And let us not be 
weary in well doing: for in due season we shall reap, if we faint not.” Notice that Scripture 
acknowledges weariness while commanding perseverance. God knows a man can become 
weary in doing good. The command is not to pretend otherwise. The command is not to 
faint. A tired soldier still holding his post is not a coward. Sometimes endurance is simply 
faith refusing to confuse exhaustion with permission to leave. 

2. The Devil Loves a Slow Surrender 

Most believers do not wake up one morning and decide to abandon everything they once 
believed. Surrender usually happens by inches. A little less prayer. A little less Bible. A little 
more entertainment. A little more compromise. A little less concern about doctrine. A little 
more tolerance for things once recognized as dangerous. Nobody raises a white flag. The 
territory simply stops being defended. Hebrews warns about drifting: “Therefore we ought 
to give the more earnest heed to the things which we have heard, lest at any time we should 
let them slip” (Hebrews 2:1). Things can slip without making much noise. A boat does not 
need an engine pointed toward the rocks if the current is already moving that direction. 

That gradual surrender is dangerous because every individual concession seems too small 
to matter. One skipped prayer becomes a habit. One compromise becomes precedent. 
One resentment becomes identity. One disappointment becomes an excuse never to risk 
faith again. The devil understands compound interest. He is willing to collect pennies of 
surrender every day if the account eventually belongs to him. A believer may still look 
respectable while spiritual ground disappears beneath him. He may know the language of 



faith long after the practice has gone missing. Religious vocabulary can remain on the shelf 
after spiritual usefulness has quietly moved out of the house. 

That is why endurance requires attention to small decisions. “Keep thy heart with all 
diligence; for out of it are the issues of life” (Proverbs 4:23). Do not wait until collapse to 
repair what daily discipline could have guarded. Open the Book today. Pray today. Forgive 
today. Resist temptation today. Serve today. Witness today. The Christian who thinks only 
about surviving the next thirty years may feel overwhelmed. The man who asks what 
obedience requires in the next twenty-four hours can usually find the next step. God often 
gives grace in daily portions. Yesterday’s manna did not feed Israel indefinitely, and 
tomorrow’s grace does not need to be borrowed before sunrise. 

3. Another Day of Obedience Is Not a Small Thing 

The Christian life is largely built from repeated obedience that nobody considers dramatic. 
Daniel’s great moments did not begin in the lions’ den. They began with daily convictions. 
David did not first learn courage while facing Goliath. He had already faced the lion and 
bear where nobody was holding a microphone. Joseph’s promotion in Egypt was preceded 
by years of obscurity, injustice, service, and restraint. Scripture repeatedly reveals that 
public faithfulness grows out of private consistency. God does not usually build strong 
servants by giving them one enormous heroic moment. He builds them through hundreds 
of ordinary decisions where faithfulness feels almost invisible. 

That should correct the believer who thinks nothing important happened today because 
nobody noticed his obedience. Maybe you did not preach to thousands. Maybe nobody 
was saved through your witness today. Maybe no major prayer appeared to be answered. 
But you resisted bitterness. You kept your word. You read Scripture when you were tired. 
You showed kindness to someone difficult. You did the work honestly. You prayed for 
somebody who will never know. You kept a conviction that cost you convenience. Heaven 
does not grade life by spectacle. Some victories are too small for newspapers and too 
important for God to ignore. 

Luke 16:10 says, “He that is faithful in that which is least is faithful also in much.” We often 
want the much while despising the least. We want a great ministry but overlook the small 
responsibility. We want mountain-moving faith while resenting daily obedience. We want 
dramatic usefulness without boring faithfulness. God’s method does not flatter our 
impatience. A wall is built one brick at a time, and a Christian testimony is much the same. 
Nobody applauds each brick, but remove enough of them and the wall falls. Endurance 
keeps laying bricks after the novelty is gone. 

4. Unanswered Questions Do Not Cancel Clear Commands 



One of the hardest parts of trial is not always the pain itself. Sometimes it is the absence of 
explanation. Why did God allow this? Why did that door close? Why did the prayer seem 
unanswered? Why did the faithful person suffer while the careless one prospered? 
Scripture contains men who asked those questions. Habakkuk asked. David asked. Job 
asked. Jeremiah asked. God is not threatened by an honest question. But an unanswered 
question must never become an excuse to disobey what has already been answered. 
Deuteronomy 29:29 says, “The secret things belong unto the LORD our God: but those 
things which are revealed belong unto us.” There are secrets God keeps and commands 
God has made plain. 

Job never received an itemized explanation for everything that happened to him. Instead, 
God revealed Himself. That is significant. We often think peace requires possessing the 
missing information. Scripture repeatedly teaches that faith can rest in the character of 
God before it understands the conduct of circumstances. Romans 8:28 does not say we 
understand all things. It says “all things work together for good to them that love God.” God 
knows the end from the beginning. We see three pages and demand the plot summary. 
Then we become offended because the Author refuses to hand over the manuscript. 

Endurance says, “I do not understand this, but I understand enough to obey.” That is not 
mindless faith. It is rational trust in a God who has already proved His character at Calvary. 
If Christ loved us enough to die for our sins, He does not become wicked because we 
cannot interpret Tuesday afternoon. The cross settled the question of whether God is 
indifferent to sinners. The empty tomb settled whether death has final authority. A 
Christian may carry unanswered questions for years without needing to carry rebellion 
beside them. Some explanations may never come down here. Obedience can still 
continue. 

5. Rejection and Disappointment Wear Down the Soul 

Repeated disappointment can wear on a servant of God because hope keeps exposing 
itself to pain. You witness and the person rejects the gospel. You help somebody and he 
turns against you. You labor in ministry and people barely notice. You invest time in 
someone who walks away. You pray and the situation appears unchanged. After enough of 
that, the heart can build armor that looks like wisdom but is really self-protection. The 
believer stops expecting, stops investing, stops risking, and eventually stops caring. He 
calls it maturity because cynicism sounds better when dressed in a necktie. 

Paul knew disappointment. He wrote, “Demas hath forsaken me, having loved this present 
world” (2 Timothy 4:10). Alexander the coppersmith did him “much evil” (2 Timothy 4:14). 
At his first answer, “no man stood with me, but all men forsook me” (2 Timothy 4:16). If Paul 



had measured the value of faithfulness by how faithfully other people treated him, his 
ministry would have ended early. Instead he adds, “Notwithstanding the Lord stood with 
me, and strengthened me” (2 Timothy 4:17). There is the difference. People may leave. 
Christ does not. Human response cannot become the foundation of divine obedience. 

That truth matters because disappointment has a way of becoming self-centered without 
announcing itself. “Why should I keep serving if nobody appreciates it?” Because Christ 
does. “Why keep witnessing if people reject it?” Because the gospel is still true. “Why keep 
praying?” Because God commanded prayer and hears His children. Faithfulness does not 
require other people to cooperate before it becomes worthwhile. The servant works for the 
Master. The moment approval from men becomes necessary fuel, men have acquired a 
throttle they were never supposed to hold. 

6. The Reward Belongs to the Other Side of the Trial 

James places the crown after endurance: “for when he is tried, he shall receive the crown 
of life.” That order is essential. We want reward in advance as proof that endurance will be 
worth it. God often gives the promise and asks faith to walk toward fulfillment. Hebrews 
10:36 says, “For ye have need of patience, that, after ye have done the will of God, ye might 
receive the promise.” Patience lives in the space between obedience and visible outcome. 
That space can feel empty, but Heaven is not absent merely because the reward has not 
arrived yet. 

Second Corinthians 4:17 calls present affliction “light” and “but for a moment” when 
compared with “a far more exceeding and eternal weight of glory.” Paul is comparing 
durations and weights. The trial is temporary. Glory is eternal. A lifetime seems long while 
living it, but beside eternity it shrinks almost beyond measurement. That does not make 
pain unreal. It makes it temporary. The devil wants the believer to evaluate everything from 
the middle of the storm. Scripture keeps moving the camera back until eternity enters the 
frame. 

That is why quitting near the end is so tragic. A runner who stops ten yards from the finish 
line may have endured nearly the entire course and still abandon the objective. The 
believer rarely knows how close he may be to a change, an answer, a harvest, or simply the 
completion of his assigned course. Galatians 6:9 says, “in due season we shall reap, if we 
faint not.” Due season belongs to God. Our responsibility is not to rewrite the calendar but 
to remain faithful until the season He appointed arrives. 

7. God Keeps Records Men Never See 

Earth keeps poor records of spiritual faithfulness. Men notice platforms, titles, visible 
results, large crowds, publications, awards, and achievements. They do not see the 



hundreds of private moments that made those things possible or the thousands of faithful 
lives that never became visible at all. God sees them. Hebrews 6:10 says, “For God is not 
unrighteous to forget your work and labour of love.” That verse should steady any believer 
who has ever wondered whether unnoticed service mattered. Forgetfulness would be 
unrighteousness in the context, and God is not unrighteous. What men overlook, God 
records. 

That includes endurance nobody knows was endurance. The smile at church may have 
hidden a week of battle. The sermon may have been preached through discouragement. 
The prayer may have been prayed after months of silence. The witness may have been 
given despite fear. The marriage may have required patience nobody outside the home 
understands. The conviction may have cost relationships nobody else knows were lost. We 
should not become obsessed with cataloging our sacrifices; pride can turn even suffering 
into a trophy cabinet. But neither should we imagine faithfulness disappears because the 
crowd missed it. 

First Corinthians 4:5 points toward the day when Christ “will bring to light the hidden things 
of darkness, and will make manifest the counsels of the hearts.” That day will reveal more 
than hidden sin. It will reveal motives, faithfulness, and realities human eyes never 
detected. The Judgment Seat of Christ will correct the record. Some celebrated things will 
shrink. Some forgotten things will shine. God has never needed publicity to know what 
happened. Heaven does not lose receipts. 

Conclusion 

When quitting would be easier, endurance becomes precious because faithfulness is being 
weighed against relief. The flesh wants the quickest exit. Faith asks what honors Christ. 
Sometimes the answer is dramatic. More often it is painfully ordinary: stay another day, 
pray again, open the Book again, forgive again, resist again, serve again, trust again. 
Nothing spectacular happens except that the devil fails to move you. That is not a small 
victory. A lighthouse does not defeat the storm by shouting louder than the waves. It wins 
by remaining where it was built and continuing to shine. 

The Christian may never receive an explanation for every difficult chapter before this life 
ends. Some questions will remain questions. Some losses will still hurt. Some people will 
never apologize. Some prayers will be answered differently than we expected. Some battles 
may continue much longer than we imagined when they began. Yet none of that changes 
the character of God, the sufficiency of Christ, the authority of Scripture, or the certainty of 
eternity. The crown of life reminds us that the trial is not the final page. God has written 
beyond it. We are living in the paragraph, not holding the completed book. 



So do not surrender the battlefield one tired inch at a time. If rest is needed, rest, but do not 
quit. If tears come, let them come, but keep the Book open. If people leave, remember who 
still stands with you. If answers delay, obey what God has already made clear. If the road 
becomes lonely, remember that obscurity does not erase Heaven’s record. The devil may 
tell you nothing is happening because nothing spectacular happened today. Do not believe 
him. Perhaps one of the greatest things that happened today is that you remained faithful. 
The world may never know. Christ will. And when the trial has spent its last ounce of 
pressure, what was endured for Him will not be lost. God keeps better records than men 
do. 

 

 

9 of 10 — The Five Crowns of the Believer — When the Chief Shepherd Appears: The 
Crown of Glory 

Key Passage: 1 Peter 5:2–4 — “Feed the flock of God which is among you, taking the 
oversight thereof, not by constraint, but willingly; not for filthy lucre, but of a ready 
mind; Neither as being lords over God’s heritage, but being ensamples to the flock. 
And when the chief Shepherd shall appear, ye shall receive a crown of glory that 
fadeth not away.” 

Introduction 

First Peter 5 places a crown on the far side of one of the most serious responsibilities a 
man can ever carry: caring for souls that do not belong to him. Peter tells the elders, “Feed 
the flock of God which is among you” (1 Peter 5:2). Notice the ownership before noticing 
the assignment. It is the flock of God. The sheep belong to God. The heritage belongs to 
God. The truth belongs to God. The shepherd merely receives temporary responsibility for 
something eternally valuable. That ought to remove a considerable amount of ministerial 
swagger before it ever reaches the pulpit. A preacher may possess the building deed, sign 
the church checks, have his name printed on the bulletin, and occupy the same pulpit for 
forty years, but he never acquires ownership of Christ’s sheep. Ministry is stewardship, not 
possession. The man who forgets that distinction eventually starts treating God’s people 
like employees in a company bearing his name. 

Peter then surrounds the shepherd’s work with warnings against three corruptions that 
have ruined ministries in every age: serving by constraint rather than willingly, serving for 
filthy lucre rather than with a ready mind, and ruling as a lord rather than becoming an 
example. Those are not decorative cautions. They go straight after the flesh in spiritual 
leadership. The flesh can turn ministry into drudgery, business, or dictatorship. A man can 



preach because he has to, pastor because it pays, or dominate because authority tastes 
better to fallen nature than service does. Peter shuts all three doors. Feed willingly. Serve 
without making money the motive. Lead by example instead of turning God’s heritage into 
personal property. Then he points above every earthly congregation toward the One who 
will make the final inspection: “And when the chief Shepherd shall appear” (1 Peter 5:4). 
Every undershepherd has a Shepherd over him. 

The promise that follows is magnificent: “ye shall receive a crown of glory that fadeth not 
away.” Men can hand out plaques, titles, honorary degrees, anniversary gifts, 
denominational awards, retirement dinners, and framed certificates. None of those things 
is wrong when given honestly, but every one of them fades. The photograph yellows, the 
nameplate gets replaced, the building changes hands, and eventually somebody new 
occupies the office. Christ offers something that “fadeth not away.” The crown of glory 
therefore places pastoral ministry beneath eternity’s light. The question is not how 
impressive the preacher looked while he held the office. The question is how faithfully he 
handled the flock while the Chief Shepherd entrusted it to him. Earth asks how many 
followed the man. Heaven asks how well the man followed Christ while caring for His 
sheep. 

1. Keep Peter in Peter Before Making Application 

First Peter must first be read where God placed it. Peter addresses “the strangers scattered 
throughout Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia” (1 Peter 1:1), and the epistle 
carries an unmistakable Jewish and suffering-remnant character. Peter is not Paul writing 
doctrinally to the Body of Christ about the mystery revealed to him. That distinction 
matters. Rightly dividing the word of truth means we do not pick up every crown verse, 
erase the address, and pour everything into one religious container as though God forgot 
He had different peoples and prophetic settings. The Bible is not improved by doctrinal 
soup. It is improved by leaving the ingredients where the Author put them. 

At the same time, recognizing Peter’s setting does not make his instructions useless to 
Church-age believers. The pastoral principles line up beautifully with what Paul teaches 
about bishops and elders. Paul tells the Ephesian elders to “feed the church of God, which 
he hath purchased with his own blood” (Acts 20:28). He tells Timothy that a bishop must be 
blameless, vigilant, sober, of good behaviour, apt to teach, not greedy of filthy lucre, and 
not a novice (1 Timothy 3:2–6). Titus receives similar qualifications. Peter says feed, 
oversee, refuse filthy lucre, avoid lordship, and become an example. The wording and 
setting differ, but the moral pattern of godly shepherding agrees. 



That balance keeps us from two errors. One error steals Peter’s address and pretends every 
line was written directly to a modern Gentile church pastor. The other error notices Peter’s 
Jewish setting and then acts as though the passage has nothing to say to anyone outside its 
immediate recipients. Both approaches are lazy. The Bible believer identifies the doctrinal 
address, then makes legitimate spiritual application where Scripture supports it. You do 
not need to move into somebody else’s house to admire the architecture. Peter’s elders 
have a specific setting, but the warnings against greed, domination, unwilling service, and 
poor example are hardly irrelevant to a man standing behind a Church-age pulpit. 

2. Feed the Flock, Do Not Entertain the Goats 

The first command is wonderfully plain: “Feed the flock of God.” Sheep require food. 
Spiritual sheep require the word of God. Jesus told Peter three times in John 21 to feed or 
shepherd His sheep, and Peter carries that responsibility into his exhortation to elders. The 
pastor’s central task is not to become a stage personality, event coordinator, comedian, 
cultural commentator, political consultant, motivational speaker, or master of ceremonies. 
He may need administrative ability and practical wisdom, but if the flock is not fed, the 
essential work has been neglected. A shepherd can polish the barn until it gleams and still 
preside over starving sheep. 

Paul gives the same emphasis when he tells Timothy, “Preach the word” (2 Timothy 4:2). He 
does not say preach whatever keeps the attendance graph moving upward. The next verses 
warn that the time will come when men “will not endure sound doctrine” but will heap to 
themselves teachers according to their own lusts (2 Timothy 4:3). That is the perennial 
temptation of ministry: changing the menu because the sheep have developed the appetite 
of goats. Sound doctrine is not always sweet to the flesh. Sometimes the Bible rebukes, 
corrects, warns, separates, exposes, and cuts. A preacher who removes every hard edge to 
keep everybody comfortable may retain customers while starving Christians. 

Feeding also requires substance. A flock cannot live forever on slogans, emotional stories, 
repeated invitations, and the preacher’s favorite three sermons. Scripture says the man of 
God should be “throughly furnished unto all good works” through the inspired Scriptures (2 
Timothy 3:16–17). That requires teaching the whole counsel of God, rightly divided. The 
pulpit should eventually produce Christians who can read, discern, compare Scripture with 
Scripture, identify false doctrine, understand the gospel, and stand without needing the 
pastor to hold their hand through every verse. A shepherd who makes the sheep 
permanently dependent on his personality is not feeding them; he is training them to 
recognize his whistle. 

3. The Flock Belongs to God 



Peter says “the flock of God,” and later “God’s heritage.” Those two expressions destroy the 
fantasy that a congregation belongs to its preacher. It does not. Christ purchased the 
Church with His own blood (Acts 20:28). No pastor shed that blood. No elder rose from the 
dead. No preacher sealed anyone with the Holy Spirit. The shepherd may labor, pray, teach, 
counsel, visit, protect, and sacrifice deeply, but ownership remains with God. A pastor who 
refers to people as though they were personal assets has forgotten who paid the purchase 
price. 

That forgotten ownership often produces control. The preacher begins deciding where 
members may go, whom they may hear, whom they may speak to, what questions they are 
allowed to ask, and whether disagreement itself constitutes rebellion against God. Biblical 
pastoral authority is real, but authority under Christ is not personal sovereignty. Hebrews 
speaks of leaders who watch for souls, and Paul commands respect for spiritual oversight, 
but no verse turns the pastor into a Protestant pope. The shepherd carries a staff, not a 
throne. The moment a preacher treats correction of himself as insubordination, the staff 
has started turning into a sceptre. 

Remembering ownership also changes the way a preacher handles departures and 
disappointments. People may leave. Some leave wrongly. Some leave for legitimate 
reasons. Some disappoint deeply. Some resist good counsel. A shepherd must care, warn, 
pursue where appropriate, and grieve when souls wander, but he cannot act as though 
somebody stole his property when a member changes churches. The person never 
belonged to him. The pastor is accountable for faithfulness, not possession. A rancher can 
brand cattle because they are his. Christ’s sheep already have an Owner, and His name is 
not printed on the pastor’s office door. 

4. Not for Filthy Lucre 

Peter explicitly warns elders against serving “for filthy lucre.” Money itself is not filthy. 
Scripture commands support for those who labor in the word and doctrine. Paul writes, 
“The labourer is worthy of his reward” (1 Timothy 5:18), and teaches that those who preach 
the gospel may live of the gospel (1 Corinthians 9:14). A pastor receiving support is not 
sinful. The issue is motive. The moment money becomes the reason for ministry, the pulpit 
has become a cash register with a Bible sitting beside it. 

The flesh can commercialize almost anything, including spiritual authority. Ministry can 
become salary negotiation, career advancement, branding, product lines, premium 
access, fundraising machinery, and carefully managed public image. Again, business 
organization is not automatically wrong. Churches have bills. Books cost money to print. 
Missionaries need support. Buildings require maintenance. But when every sermon seems 



to lead to an offering and every crisis becomes a fundraising campaign, people eventually 
notice that the shepherd’s crook resembles a fishing pole aimed at their wallet. Peter says 
the shepherd serves “of a ready mind,” not because money makes the work worthwhile. 

That warning cuts both ways. Congregations can also abuse pastors by expecting endless 
labor while treating reasonable support as worldliness. Scripture does not command the 
shepherd to starve as proof of sincerity. The issue is whether the ministry owns the money 
or the money owns the ministry. A faithful preacher should be able to tell the truth even 
when generous donors dislike it. If one wealthy family can purchase doctrinal silence by 
threatening to leave, filthy lucre is already sitting in the pulpit whether a dollar changes 
hands or not. The man paid by Christ’s approval must be willing to lose human support 
rather than sell a paragraph of Scripture. 

5. Neither as Being Lords Over God’s Heritage 

Peter’s warning against lordship is perhaps the one most easily violated by strong 
personalities. “Neither as being lords over God’s heritage, but being ensamples to the 
flock” (1 Peter 5:3). Biblical leadership has authority, but Christian authority operates 
beneath Christ and according to Scripture. The pastor leads by truth, example, persuasion, 
discipline where biblically required, and faithful oversight. He does not possess unlimited 
jurisdiction over the private decisions of every member. A shepherd guides sheep; he does 
not climb onto their backs and ride them to town. 

Authoritarian ministry often begins with language that sounds spiritual. “Touch not the 
Lord’s anointed” gets pulled from an Old Testament setting and waved around whenever 
somebody asks the preacher an uncomfortable question. Loyalty to Christ quietly 
becomes loyalty to the institution, then loyalty to the leader. Before long, disagreement 
with the pastor is treated as disagreement with God. That is dangerous ground. Paul 
praised the Bereans because they searched the Scriptures to see whether what they heard 
was true (Acts 17:11). A preacher who fears open Bibles ought to reconsider what he is 
feeding people. 

Peter’s alternative to domination is example: “being ensamples to the flock.” The shepherd 
should model what he teaches. If he preaches generosity, he should be generous. If he 
preaches prayer, he should pray. If he demands holiness, his private life should support the 
demand. If he tells men to love their wives, his home should not be a battlefield ruled by 
intimidation. Authority becomes credible when truth is visible in the man carrying it. The 
pulpit raises the voice; example gives the voice weight. A shepherd who shouts “follow me” 
while walking the opposite direction should not be surprised when the sheep become 
confused. 



6. The Chief Shepherd Is Coming Back 

Peter identifies Christ as “the chief Shepherd.” That title puts every human shepherd in his 
place. There may be senior pastors, lead pastors, elders, bishops, overseers, and whatever 
organizational titles churches use, but spiritually there is one Chief Shepherd. Everyone 
else is temporary help. Jesus said in John 10:11, “I am the good shepherd: the good 
shepherd giveth his life for the sheep.” Peter later calls Him “the Shepherd and Bishop of 
your souls” (1 Peter 2:25). No human title can compete with that. 

The return of the Chief Shepherd makes ministry accountability unavoidable. Peter says, 
“when the chief Shepherd shall appear.” The shepherd’s work is headed toward inspection. 
Paul tells Timothy, “I charge thee therefore before God, and the Lord Jesus Christ, who shall 
judge the quick and the dead at his appearing and his kingdom; Preach the word” (2 
Timothy 4:1–2). A preacher may successfully manage public perception for decades. He 
may control the meeting, choose the reports, tell the stories, select the testimonials, and 
surround himself with people who praise him. None of that helps when Christ walks 
through the door. 

That coming inspection should be both sobering and encouraging. It sobers the careless 
shepherd because hidden motives, neglected sheep, financial compromise, pride, 
manipulation, and doctrinal cowardice cannot remain hidden forever. It encourages the 
faithful shepherd because Christ also sees labor nobody else sees. He sees hospital visits, 
late-night calls, difficult counseling, hours of study, prayers for wandering members, 
sermons prepared when the preacher was exhausted, criticism endured without 
retaliation, and years spent feeding a small flock that never became famous. The Chief 
Shepherd has never needed attendance figures to recognize faithfulness. 

7. A Crown of Glory That Fadeth Not Away 

Peter’s promise is not merely a crown of glory but one “that fadeth not away.” The wording 
deliberately contrasts eternal reward with earthly recognition. Every human honor fades. 
Titles expire. Plaques collect dust. Buildings eventually bear somebody else’s name. 
Anniversary celebrations end. Even famous preachers become names younger generations 
no longer recognize. Men spend extraordinary energy trying to become unforgettable in a 
world with a short memory. Christ offers reward that does not require human 
remembrance to remain valuable. 

The crown also corrects fleshly ambition. There is nothing wrong with wanting Christ’s 
reward when Christ Himself promises it. The wrong ambition is craving earthly prominence 
as a substitute for eternal approval. A man can build a large ministry and still serve 
faithfully, just as another can lead a small congregation and be carnal. Size proves very 



little by itself. The crown is tied to the manner of shepherding: feeding, willing service, 
clean motives, proper oversight, and godly example. Heaven is not impressed by square 
footage. The Shepherd counts sheep differently from real estate agents. 

And like every biblical reward, the crown ultimately turns attention back to Christ. 
Whatever glory belongs to faithful service exists because the Chief Shepherd enabled, 
called, sustained, corrected, and supplied the servant. A shepherd cannot boast that he 
created the flock, purchased the flock, inspired the Book, or gave the increase. He carried 
feed somebody else produced to sheep somebody else purchased. That is honorable work, 
but it is still stewardship. The greatest reward will not be proving how important the 
shepherd was. It will be receiving approval from the One who was important all along. 

Conclusion 

First Peter 5 strips ministry down to its essentials with remarkable force. Feed the flock. 
Take oversight willingly. Reject filthy lucre as the motive. Refuse to lord over God’s heritage. 
Become an example. Remember that the Chief Shepherd is coming. That is a far cry from 
treating ministry as celebrity, career, private kingdom, or financial enterprise. The pulpit is 
not a throne, the church is not personal property, and the people are not supporting actors 
in the preacher’s biography. They belong to God. Every sermon, decision, rebuke, counsel, 
dollar, relationship, and exercise of authority should be handled with that ownership in 
mind. 

The crown of glory therefore belongs on the far side of faithful shepherding, not successful 
self-promotion. Men may celebrate the preacher who built the largest organization, sold 
the most books, gathered the biggest audience, or collected the most honorary titles. 
Christ knows something deeper: did he feed the sheep? Did he protect truth? Did he serve 
willingly? Did money bend his message? Did authority corrupt him? Did his private example 
support his public preaching? Those are harder questions than “How many attended?” but 
the Judgment Seat has never been governed by a publicity department. 

When the Chief Shepherd appears, every undershepherd will discover that the flock was 
always His. That should humble the proud pastor and strengthen the tired faithful one. You 
may never receive a plaque. Your church may never become famous. Your name may 
disappear from memory within a generation. None of that can erase Christ’s record. Serve 
the sheep. Feed them the Book. Guard them from wolves. Refuse to make merchandise of 
them. Lead without becoming a lord. Live what you preach. Then leave the final evaluation 
where it belongs—with the Shepherd who purchased the flock with His own blood. Men 
hand out certificates that fade. Christ gives a crown of glory that does not. 

 



10 of 10 — The Five Crowns of the Believer — Feed the Sheep, Not Your Ego: The 
Ministry That Survives the Chief Shepherd’s Inspection 

Key Passage: 1 Peter 5:2–4 — “Feed the flock of God which is among you, taking the 
oversight thereof, not by constraint, but willingly; not for filthy lucre, but of a ready 
mind; Neither as being lords over God’s heritage, but being ensamples to the flock. 
And when the chief Shepherd shall appear, ye shall receive a crown of glory that 
fadeth not away.” 

Introduction 

There is probably no place where the flesh learns to wear religious clothing faster than in 
ministry. Give a man a pulpit, a title, an audience, a microphone, and enough people calling 
him “Pastor,” and the old nature can become remarkably spiritual-looking while feeding on 
exactly the same pride it enjoyed before. First Peter 5 tears the costume off. Peter does not 
tell the elder to build a brand, cultivate celebrity, protect an institution, collect followers, 
establish a dynasty, or make sure everybody understands how indispensable he is. He 
says, “Feed the flock of God which is among you” (1 Peter 5:2). That sentence is almost 
embarrassingly plain. Sheep need food. God owns the sheep. The shepherd has an 
assignment. If the man spends forty years making his own name large while the flock 
remains biblically starved, he may have constructed an impressive monument to the wrong 
person. 

The passage gets even more uncomfortable because Peter goes directly after motive. The 
oversight is not to be taken “by constraint,” not “for filthy lucre,” and not “as being lords over 
God’s heritage.” There are three graves in which ministry can be buried while the church 
sign remains standing: reluctance, greed, and domination. A preacher can continue serving 
after his heart has left the work. He can discover that ministry pays the bills and then 
quietly arrange doctrine around the paycheck. He can become intoxicated with authority 
and begin treating disagreement with himself as disagreement with God. All three 
corruptions place the shepherd at the center of something that was supposed to revolve 
around Christ. Ministry becomes about preserving the man instead of feeding the sheep. 
Once that happens, the pulpit may still be elevated, but the ministry has already sunk. 

Then Peter points every shepherd toward the only inspection that finally matters: “And 
when the chief Shepherd shall appear” (1 Peter 5:4). That phrase strips ministry ambition 
naked. Every undershepherd is temporary. Every flock is borrowed. Every pulpit is 
borrowed. Every opportunity is borrowed. The books, buildings, platforms, followers, 
influence, reputation, and titles all remain below when the shepherd stands before the One 
who actually owns everything. Men may give honorary degrees, plaques, anniversary 



banquets, retirement gifts, and flattering introductions. Christ gives the crown. His 
inspection will not ask whether the preacher was famous. It will reveal whether the sheep 
were fed, whether truth was guarded, whether authority was clean, whether motives were 
honest, and whether the shepherd spent his ministry feeding the flock or feeding himself. 

1. The First Duty Is Still “Feed the Flock” 

Peter’s command begins with nourishment: “Feed the flock of God.” That ought to settle a 
great deal of modern confusion about pastoral priorities. The shepherd’s fundamental 
responsibility is to place the word of God before the people in such a way that they grow in 
knowledge, discernment, faith, doctrine, obedience, and spiritual strength. Paul gives the 
same emphasis when he tells Timothy, “Preach the word; be instant in season, out of 
season; reprove, rebuke, exhort with all longsuffering and doctrine” (2 Timothy 4:2). The 
pulpit exists to deliver truth, not merely atmosphere. A congregation can have music, 
programs, buildings, youth events, fellowship dinners, technology, polished graphics, and 
excellent coffee while starving to death five pews from an open Bible. Sheep cannot live on 
stage lighting, and doctrine does not become nutritious because somebody projected it 
onto a large screen. 

Feeding requires more than repeating a handful of favorite subjects until the congregation 
can recite the preacher’s personal hobbyhorses from memory. Paul told the Ephesian 
elders, “I have not shunned to declare unto you all the counsel of God” (Acts 20:27). A 
shepherd should produce people who know the Bible, not merely people who know what 
their preacher says about the Bible. That means teaching salvation clearly, rightly dividing 
Scripture, confronting sin, strengthening homes, exposing error, establishing doctrine, 
explaining prophecy in its proper setting, and showing believers how to study for 
themselves. A shepherd who keeps the flock permanently dependent upon his 
interpretations has not matured them; he has domesticated them. Healthy sheep should 
become increasingly capable of recognizing good pasture and poisonous weeds. 

Real feeding also means preaching what the flock needs rather than what always keeps the 
flock comfortable. Second Timothy 4 warns that men will not endure sound doctrine but 
will gather teachers according to their own lusts because they have “itching ears” (2 
Timothy 4:3). An itching ear does not need a shepherd scratching it. It needs truth. There 
are times when feeding feels like comforting, and times when feeding feels like correction. 
Medicine is still part of care even when the patient dislikes the taste. A preacher who 
removes every unpleasant doctrine to protect attendance may end up with a full building 
and malnourished Christians. The easiest congregation to control is an ignorant one, but 
the faithful shepherd is not trying to control sheep. He is trying to strengthen them. 



2. The Sheep Are God’s Heritage, Not the Preacher’s Property 

Peter deliberately calls them “God’s heritage.” Those words should be carved into the heart 
of every man who takes spiritual oversight. The people do not belong to the preacher. Acts 
20:28 says God purchased the Church “with his own blood.” The pastor did not shed that 
blood. He did not rise from the dead. He did not seal anybody with the Holy Spirit. He did 
not create eternal life. He did not write the Bible. Whatever usefulness he possesses was 
itself received from God. That leaves very little room for acting like the local church is a 
private estate passed down through a family name. A shepherd is entrusted with somebody 
else’s sheep. Forget that, and stewardship quietly becomes ownership. 

Once ownership is confused, manipulation usually follows. Members are pressured to 
prove loyalty to the leader rather than fidelity to Christ. Questions are treated as 
insubordination. Leaving the church is treated as betrayal. Outside preaching becomes 
suspicious merely because it did not originate within the leader’s approved circle. The 
pastor begins functioning like a spiritual customs officer inspecting everything that crosses 
the border of his little kingdom. Biblical authority is real, but authority under Christ has 
boundaries. Second Corinthians 1:24 says, “Not for that we have dominion over your faith, 
but are helpers of your joy.” A shepherd leads people toward Christ. He does not install 
himself between Christ and the people as a toll booth collecting loyalty. 

Remembering God’s ownership also keeps the preacher from measuring his worth by 
whether people stay. Some members will leave for wrong reasons. Some will resist truth. 
Some will wander. Some departures require warning and grief. Others may simply involve 
legitimate changes of circumstance or conviction. The shepherd cares because souls 
matter, but he must not behave as though someone stole livestock from his private farm. 
Christ’s sheep remain Christ’s. A pastor can counsel, teach, warn, love, and pray, but he 
cannot possess another believer’s conscience. The moment ministry becomes dependent 
upon controlling people, the shepherd has stopped trusting the Chief Shepherd and 
started building fences around his ego. 

3. Example Carries More Weight Than a Title 

Peter does not merely forbid lordship. He gives the alternative: “being ensamples to the 
flock” (1 Peter 5:3). That is leadership Scripture can recognize. The shepherd is supposed 
to model what he preaches. A man can thunder about prayer while rarely praying. He can 
preach family order while his own home lives under intimidation. He can demand 
generosity while squeezing every possible dollar from the ministry. He can preach humility 
from a pulpit carved into a monument to himself. Eventually the contradiction becomes 



louder than the sermon. Example gives doctrine flesh and bones. A title can open a door, 
but character determines what happens after the door closes. 

Paul taught the same principle when he told Timothy, “be thou an example of the believers, 
in word, in conversation, in charity, in spirit, in faith, in purity” (1 Timothy 4:12). Notice how 
ordinary and searching those categories are. Speech. Conduct. Love. Spirit. Faith. Purity. 
Not platform size. Not social reach. Not how many people recognize the preacher in the 
airport. Biblical ministry measures things the flesh finds inconveniently difficult to 
photograph. A shepherd may fool an audience with a polished sermon, but his wife hears 
him without the microphone. His children see him without the suit. His private habits are 
not impressed by the church bulletin biography. God judges the man who occupies the 
office, not the image that occupies the advertisement. 

That is why character cannot be substituted with charisma. Charisma can attract people 
who later discover there was very little underneath the attraction. Some men can 
command a room before they can command themselves. Scripture is unimpressed. First 
Timothy 3 places spiritual leadership beneath moral qualifications because giftedness 
without character becomes dangerous. A sharp mind, strong personality, powerful voice, 
and natural confidence are useful servants and terrible substitutes for holiness. Sheep do 
not need a celebrity shepherd performing on the hillside. They need a faithful one walking 
where he tells them to walk. 

4. Filthy Lucre Can Buy a Pulpit Without Owning the Building 

Peter warns against serving “for filthy lucre.” Scripture does not condemn paying ministers. 
Paul states plainly, “The labourer is worthy of his reward” (1 Timothy 5:18), and First 
Corinthians 9 defends support for those laboring in gospel ministry. Money is not 
automatically filthy. The filth appears when money becomes the governing motive, the 
controlling influence, or the hidden master. A preacher can receive a salary honestly and 
remain clean. Another can preach without a salary and still love money desperately. The 
issue is who owns whom. If a man cannot preach a verse because the largest donor might 
leave, filthy lucre has already bought the sermon whether the offering has been counted or 
not. 

Money can exert control through fear as easily as through greed. A pastor knows which 
family pays for half the budget. He knows which businessman funded the building addition. 
He knows which members can create financial difficulty if offended. Suddenly certain 
subjects become “not the right time.” Certain sins become “complicated situations.” 
Certain passages need “balance.” By the time the balancing is finished, truth has been laid 
flat on the floor. A shepherd who changes doctrine according to who signs the checks is not 



feeding the flock; he is feeding the budget. You can put enough flowers around 
compromise to make it smell respectable, but Heaven still knows what was sold. 

On the other side, ministry itself can become an industry designed primarily to enlarge the 
man. Every sermon becomes content. Every crisis becomes fundraising material. Every 
relationship becomes networking. Every church member becomes part of the audience 
base. Every successful event becomes advertising for the next successful event. Again, 
technology, publishing, fundraising, and organization are not inherently wrong. The issue is 
whether they serve the truth or the truth is being used to serve them. The minister who 
cannot tell whether he is building Christ’s work or protecting his revenue stream should 
spend less time studying analytics and more time studying First Peter 5. 

5. Doctrinal Courage Feeds Sheep What Wolves Hate 

Paul warned the Ephesian elders, “after my departing shall grievous wolves enter in among 
you, not sparing the flock” (Acts 20:29). Shepherding therefore involves protection as well 
as feeding. A man who feeds sheep but opens every gate to wolves has misunderstood half 
his job. False doctrine damages people. Bad theology is not an academic inconvenience. It 
distorts the gospel, confuses salvation, weakens assurance, destroys discernment, 
corrupts worship, and can place entire congregations under bondage. The shepherd must 
know enough Bible to recognize what is approaching and possess enough backbone to say 
no when saying no becomes unpopular. 

That requires doctrinal courage because wolves rarely introduce themselves honestly. They 
arrive with good vocabulary, impressive credentials, polished personalities, emotional 
stories, and enough truth mixed with error to make the error respectable. Paul says Satan 
himself can be transformed “into an angel of light” (2 Corinthians 11:14). The shepherd 
who judges only by friendliness, popularity, size, or perceived success will eventually 
welcome something that bites. Biblical discernment asks what is being taught. Is the 
gospel clear? Is Scripture rightly divided? Is salvation by grace being preserved? Is Christ 
exalted? Is the Bible being believed or corrected? Sheep do not need the shepherd to 
admire the wolf’s fur. 

Courage also means telling the flock unpleasant truth when the culture has declared that 
truth unacceptable. The preacher is not commissioned to take a public opinion survey 
before opening the Bible. Paul charged Timothy before God and Christ to preach the word 
because a time would come when people preferred teachers who scratched itching ears. 
That time did not surprise Heaven. A shepherd who changes doctrine every time culture 
changes vocabulary will eventually spend his ministry five minutes behind the world 



apologizing for yesterday’s Bible. Truth does not require social permission. If the Chief 
Shepherd said it, the undershepherd’s duty is to preach it faithfully and wisely. 

6. Sacrifice Without Self-Worship 

Faithful ministry costs something. Paul spoke of labor, tears, watchings, burdens, dangers, 
weakness, and “the care of all the churches” (2 Corinthians 11:28). A shepherd may give 
hours nobody sees, answer calls nobody hears about, carry burdens he cannot discuss 
publicly, prepare sermons while tired, visit the sick, counsel troubled homes, deal with 
conflict, pray for wandering members, and continue serving when appreciation is scarce. 
That sacrifice is real and deserves respect. But sacrifice itself can become another food 
source for ego if the shepherd begins reminding everybody how much he has sacrificed. 
Martyrdom is considerably less attractive when the martyr sends monthly newsletters 
announcing it. 

Jesus warned about doing spiritual work “to be seen of men” (Matthew 6:1). The principle 
reaches ministry. A shepherd can serve sacrificially and still secretly hunger for recognition 
of the sacrifice. The flesh is clever enough to become proud of humility and vain about 
suffering. That is why motive belongs under constant examination. Am I doing this because 
Christ called me to serve, or because I need people to know what a servant I am? The 
easiest ministry story to exaggerate is the one in which you are both hero and victim. God 
knows the difference between sacrifice offered to Christ and sacrifice converted into 
emotional leverage. 

The faithful shepherd therefore learns to give without keeping a public scoreboard. There 
are times when boundaries must be set, rest must be taken, responsibilities must be 
delegated, and unreasonable expectations must be refused. Scripture does not command 
a pastor to destroy his health, neglect his family, or satisfy every demand merely to prove 
devotion. But within proper limits, ministry is service. Jesus said, “the Son of man came not 
to be ministered unto, but to minister” (Matthew 20:28). If the Master could serve without 
turning service into self-promotion, the undershepherd should be careful before printing 
his sacrifices on the front page. 

7. The Chief Shepherd’s Inspection Will Settle Everything 

Peter brings the entire matter to one event: “when the chief Shepherd shall appear.” That is 
where ministry statistics meet reality. The Chief Shepherd will not require an annual report 
because He already knows every sheep, every motive, every sermon, every compromise, 
every prayer, every act of courage, every manipulation, every hidden sin, every quiet 
sacrifice, and every neglected responsibility. Nothing will need to be explained into a more 



favorable light. Public relations ends when omniscience enters the room. A preacher may 
spend years managing perception. Christ judges reality. 

That prospect should terrify hypocrisy and comfort faithfulness. The hypocrite has reason 
to fear because the Chief Shepherd cannot be charmed by a platform personality. The 
faithful servant has reason to rest because Christ cannot be fooled by obscurity either. A 
pastor serving fifty people faithfully may receive more approval than a celebrated minister 
commanding fifty thousand while feeding them spiritual sawdust. Size is not sin, and 
smallness is not holiness, but neither is size proof of blessing. The Chief Shepherd knows 
exactly what sort of work was done. First Corinthians 3 says the fire shall “try every man’s 
work of what sort it is” (1 Corinthians 3:13). The fire checks quality, not publicity. 

Then comes the promise: “ye shall receive a crown of glory that fadeth not away.” That 
crown is worth more than every earthly recognition ministry can offer because Christ gives 
it. A plaque eventually collects dust. A title belongs to the office and disappears when 
another man occupies it. A church building may carry your name for a generation and 
somebody else’s after that. The crown does not fade. That makes present obscurity easier 
to bear and present applause easier to hold loosely. The only endorsement that survives 
eternity is the one given by the Chief Shepherd. 

Conclusion 

The final examination of ministry is not whether the shepherd became known but whether 
the sheep were fed. First Peter 5 does not command the preacher to make himself 
indispensable. It tells him to feed God’s flock, oversee willingly, reject filthy lucre, refuse 
lordship, and lead by example. That is ministry stripped of stage smoke and advertising. 
The shepherd’s authority is real but borrowed. His influence is useful but temporary. His 
flock is precious but owned by Another. His labor may be hidden, but his inspection is 
certain. Everything becomes healthier when the shepherd remembers that Christ is not his 
partner in a ministry he owns. The preacher is the servant. Christ is the Owner. 

So feed the sheep instead of feeding the ego. Teach them enough Bible that they can 
recognize error without needing your permission. Point them toward Christ rather than 
creating dependency upon your personality. Tell them the truth even when the truth costs 
money, applause, attendance, or invitations. Be the same man at home that the 
congregation thinks it sees in the pulpit. Handle authority as a steward, not a monarch. 
Accept support without allowing support to purchase silence. Sacrifice without turning 
sacrifice into leverage. Protect the flock without imprisoning it. A shepherd who does those 
things may never become famous, but fame was never listed among the qualifications. 



And when the Chief Shepherd appears, every borrowed sheep goes back to its rightful 
Owner. The microphone will be silent. The church sign will remain behind. The office door 
will no longer matter. The crowd size will not intimidate Christ, and obscurity will not 
confuse Him. The only question will be what was done with what He entrusted. Some men 
will discover they built monuments while sheep starved beneath them. Others will discover 
that years of unnoticed feeding were being recorded in Heaven when nobody on earth 
thought much was happening. Feed the flock. Guard the truth. Walk clean. Serve willingly. 
Keep your hands off Christ’s throne. Men can give you a platform that disappears when the 
lights go out. The Chief Shepherd can give you “a crown of glory that fadeth not away.” 

 

 

Conclusion 

The five crowns of the believer bring the Christian life down to one unavoidable question: 
what are you doing with the life Jesus Christ bought? Salvation is settled by the finished 
work of Christ. Nobody earns eternal life by running harder, witnessing more, suffering 
longer, looking for the Rapture more intensely, or pastoring a church more faithfully. “For by 
grace are ye saved through faith” (Ephesians 2:8). That foundation does not move. But once 
the foundation is laid, the building begins, and First Corinthians 3 makes it painfully clear 
that the building is going into the fire. Some work remains. Some disappears. Some 
believers receive reward. Some suffer loss while they themselves are saved. That 
distinction ought to straighten out both crowds—the religious crowd trying to work its way 
into Heaven and the careless crowd acting as though being guaranteed Heaven means 
nothing done between salvation and the grave matters. Grace saves the sinner completely, 
and that same grace puts a stewardship into the hands of the saved man. 

The crowns tell us that God takes stewardship seriously. The incorruptible crown says your 
flesh does not have the right to run your Christian life. The crown of rejoicing says people 
are more important than statistics. The crown of righteousness says looking for Jesus 
Christ ought to change what you are doing while you wait. The crown of life says pressure 
does not cancel responsibility to remain faithful. The crown of glory says spiritual 
leadership is stewardship over sheep that belong to Somebody Else. Five crowns, five 
areas of accountability, and not one of them exists to decorate a theology chart. God 
attached reward to these things because these things matter. The flesh wants Christianity 
reduced to salvation followed by comfort until the funeral. The New Testament keeps 
putting a race, a fight, a stewardship, a judgment seat, and a crown in the believer’s path. 



The incorruptible crown exposes the war closest to home because it starts with the body. 
Paul said, “I keep under my body, and bring it into subjection” (1 Corinthians 9:27). That is 
not glamorous Christianity. Nobody throws a banquet because a believer got out of bed 
and prayed when he was tired. Nobody issues a certificate because a man shut off 
something feeding lust, refused another hour of useless distraction, controlled his 
appetite, held his tongue, or redeemed time he could have wasted. Yet those private 
victories shape public usefulness. A man who cannot govern himself will eventually 
discover that his gifts cannot rescue him from his appetites. The flesh makes a terrible 
pastor. Give it the pulpit inside your own body and it will preach comfort every Sunday and 
cancel every meeting that requires sacrifice. 

That crown also teaches that lawful things can become deadly weights when they become 
masters. Paul did not say everything in the Christian life is a question of whether something 
is technically sinful. He said the runner is “temperate in all things” (1 Corinthians 9:25). 
Some things must be refused because they are wicked. Other things must be limited 
because they are weights. A runner does not carry a sofa because furniture is sinful. He 
leaves it behind because he is trying to finish a race. Christians waste enormous amounts 
of time asking how much worldliness can be carried without technically disqualifying the 
luggage. Paul’s question is better: will it help you run? Eternity has a way of simplifying 
baggage decisions. 

Then the crown of rejoicing turns the believer outward toward souls. Paul looked at the 
Thessalonians and called them his “glory and joy” (1 Thessalonians 2:20). He did not call 
the attendance report his crown. He did not point toward a church building, ministry logo, 
newsletter, or campaign total. He pointed toward people who would stand in the presence 
of Jesus Christ. That corrects an enormous amount of religious foolishness. A soul is not a 
notch on a gospel gun. A profession is not automatically regeneration. A repeated prayer is 
not magic. A filled-out card is not the Lamb’s book of life. The gospel worker is responsible 
to preach Christ clearly, honestly, patiently, and faithfully. God gives the increase. Heaven 
does not need us inflating the harvest report because we think omniscience needs help 
with statistics. 

What an eternal perspective that crown gives to evangelism. A building may be 
demolished. A website may vanish. A sermon may be forgotten. A ministry may close. A 
denomination may split, merge, rename itself, and finally become a historical footnote. But 
a redeemed soul is still alive. That makes the awkward gospel conversation worth having. It 
makes the tract worth giving, the question worth answering, the rejection worth enduring, 
and the seed worth sowing when no immediate harvest appears. The believer may discover 
in eternity that words he barely remembers speaking became part of a chain God used to 



bring another person to Christ. Men notice the reaper because harvest photographs well. 
God remembers the planter, the waterer, the prayer warrior, and the quiet witness nobody 
ever interviewed. 

The crown of righteousness lifts the eyes higher still. Paul could look beyond execution and 
say there was laid up for him “a crown of righteousness,” and then he added, “not to me 
only, but unto all them also that love his appearing” (2 Timothy 4:8). That crown does not 
belong to prophecy hobbyists merely because they own charts. It belongs to people whose 
hearts are attached to the appearing of Jesus Christ. A man can be doctrinally correct 
about the Rapture and practically married to the present world. He can explain the trumpet 
while hoping it does not interrupt his five-year plan. He can argue pre-tribulation truth while 
loving earth so much that Heaven feels like an inconvenient transfer. 

Loving His appearing changes ordinary life. Secret sin gets harder to defend when the next 
appointment may be with Jesus Christ. Grudges begin looking ridiculous. Money becomes 
a stewardship instead of a scoreboard. Unfinished obedience becomes dangerous. 
Witnessing becomes urgent. Earthly applause becomes lighter than dust. The Christian 
does not become irresponsible because Christ is coming. He becomes more responsible 
because time is short. Paul expected the Lord and still worked, traveled, taught, planned, 
wrote, trained men, and cared for churches. Biblical expectancy never turns a man into a 
cloud-watcher with unpaid bills and waist-high grass. It makes him faithful while keeping 
his heart packed for departure. 

The crown of life takes us into pressure, where cheap Christianity usually loses its shine. 
James says, “Blessed is the man that endureth temptation” (James 1:12), and Revelation 
speaks of faithfulness unto death and the crown of life (Revelation 2:10). Those passages 
must remain in their proper doctrinal settings, but the principle stands like iron: God values 
endurance. Trial reveals what comfort hides. Everybody has convictions until the 
convictions receive a price tag. Everybody trusts God when the answer comes quickly. 
Everybody believes faithfulness matters until faithfulness closes a door, costs money, 
loses friends, brings criticism, or requires obedience without explanation. 

Some of the greatest Christian victories will never look dramatic. The believer simply did 
not quit. He opened the Bible again. He prayed again. He resisted again. He forgave again. 
He showed up again. He kept preaching truth after people stopped clapping. He kept 
witnessing after rejection. He kept believing God when circumstances refused to explain 
themselves. The devil does not need every Christian to deny the faith publicly. He is 
perfectly satisfied if he can wear the man down until spiritual life becomes an empty 
routine. The crown of life says endurance is not wasted. There is no faithful suffering that 
disappears into some cosmic filing cabinet marked “miscellaneous.” God remembers. 



Then the crown of glory turns toward the shepherd and strips ministry ambition to the 
bone. “Feed the flock of God” (1 Peter 5:2). That command is not complicated enough for 
modern religion, so men have spent centuries decorating it. But underneath all the titles, 
programs, institutions, buildings, conferences, products, platforms, and public identities, 
the responsibility remains: feed the sheep. The flock belongs to God. The pulpit is not a 
throne. The preacher is not a pope. The church is not a personal empire. The people are not 
supporting characters in the minister’s biography. They were purchased with blood the 
preacher did not shed. 

The shepherd is commanded to serve willingly, not for filthy lucre, not as a lord, but as an 
example. That eliminates a remarkable amount of religious nonsense. If money determines 
what can be preached, the pulpit has been rented. If members cannot question the man 
without being accused of rebelling against God, the shepherd has begun borrowing Christ’s 
throne. If the congregation knows more about the preacher’s personality than the Bible, 
something is starving. If the ministry produces loyal followers of the man instead of mature 
followers of Jesus Christ, the shepherd has confused discipleship with ownership. Christ 
did not tell Peter to build an audience around Peter. He told him to feed sheep. 

And over every shepherd stands the Chief Shepherd. That title settles the hierarchy 
immediately. Every human shepherd is temporary help. “And when the chief Shepherd shall 
appear, ye shall receive a crown of glory that fadeth not away” (1 Peter 5:4). Christ’s 
inspection will settle questions earthly ministry culture cannot. Some men praised now 
may look smaller then. Some unknown pastors laboring over small congregations may 
shine brighter than anyone expected. Attendance figures will not intimidate Christ. 
Obscurity will not confuse Him. He knows whether the flock was fed, whether doctrine was 
guarded, whether motives were clean, whether authority remained under Him, and 
whether the shepherd served or merely built a monument to himself. 

When all five crowns are placed together, they form a picture of a Christian life that is 
disciplined, outward-looking, upward-looking, enduring, and faithful in stewardship. 
Discipline without evangelism can become self-absorption. Evangelism without discipline 
can collapse under private sin. Prophecy without practical holiness becomes trivia. 
Endurance without truth becomes mere stubbornness. Leadership without humility 
becomes tyranny. Each crown touches another part of the believer’s life because Christ is 
not interested in producing one-dimensional servants. He wants faithfulness that reaches 
body, heart, mouth, motives, doctrine, service, relationships, endurance, and 
responsibility. 

That is why the Judgment Seat of Christ cannot be treated like an optional doctrine for 
people who enjoy prophecy. It hangs over the entire subject. “For we must all appear before 



the judgment seat of Christ” (2 Corinthians 5:10). All means the preacher and the listener, 
the missionary and the businessman, the famous servant and the unknown widow, the 
man with fifty years of public ministry and the believer whose service occurred almost 
entirely in a home. The examination belongs to Christ. Nobody will arrive carrying a letter 
from a denomination explaining why he deserves extra credit. Nobody will have an attorney. 
Nobody will need witnesses. The Judge already knows every motive better than we knew it 
ourselves. 

That day is going to correct earth’s accounting. Things we thought enormous may burn in 
seconds. Things we thought insignificant may survive untouched. A prayer nobody heard. A 
gospel conversation nobody recorded. A private temptation resisted. An offering nobody 
knew about. A pastor refusing money rather than softening truth. A believer continuing 
through suffering while everybody assumed nothing important was happening. The fire will 
tell the truth. Earth measures the stack. Heaven tests the substance. A barn full of hay 
looks larger than a handful of diamonds until somebody strikes the match. 

And yet the prospect of reward should not turn the Christian into a spiritual accountant 
constantly trying to calculate how many crowns he has accumulated. That misses the 
heart of the matter just as badly as ignoring reward altogether. The crowns point back to 
Christ. The believer runs because Christ is worth serving. He witnesses because Christ is 
worth proclaiming. He looks for His appearing because Christ is worth seeing. He endures 
because Christ is worth remaining faithful to. He feeds the flock because Christ owns the 
sheep. The crown is not the replacement for loving Christ. Properly understood, it is the 
reward connected with a life in which love for Christ produced faithfulness. 

There is no conflict between grace and reward when the Bible is allowed to speak. Grace 
explains why the believer is saved. Reward explains why the saved believer’s service 
matters. Grace removes boasting from salvation. Reward places responsibility into service. 
Grace says Christ did everything necessary to save the sinner. Reward asks what the saved 
sinner did with the life Christ gave him afterward. A man who confuses those categories 
will either corrupt grace or erase accountability. Paul did neither. He preached eternal 
security strongly enough to say the man whose work burned “shall be saved,” and he 
preached accountability strongly enough to warn that the same man “shall suffer loss” (1 
Corinthians 3:15). 

That phrase ought to remain with us: “suffer loss.” Not lose salvation. Lose something. A 
saved man can waste opportunities. He can squander years. He can trade spiritual 
usefulness for comfort. He can surrender reward for temporary gratification. He can build 
with materials that vanish in the fire. Heaven will still be Heaven, and salvation will still be 
salvation, but the Bible would not use the words “suffer loss” if nothing meaningful could 



be lost. Eternal security should make the Christian grateful, not careless. The blood of 
Christ is not a license to spend the remainder of life feeding wood, hay, and stubble into the 
future fire. 

So run for something that lasts. Keep your body under. Refuse to let appetite and 
distraction steal a crown one hour at a time. Open your mouth with the gospel. Care about 
people more than numbers. Love Christ’s appearing enough to let it rearrange your Monday 
morning. Endure pressure without selling truth for relief. If God has entrusted you with 
sheep, feed them instead of building your ego out of their loyalty. These are not five 
unrelated religious hobbies. They are five windows into what Christ values in His servants. 

And do not wait for some dramatic future moment to begin. Crowns are built out of ordinary 
days. The incorruptible crown is connected with choices made when nobody is watching. 
The crown of rejoicing grows out of conversations that may feel awkward at the time. The 
crown of righteousness is shaped by daily priorities. The crown of life is connected with 
staying faithful through trials that usually arrive without an announcement. The crown of 
glory is tied to years of feeding sheep one sermon, one counsel, one correction, one prayer, 
and one example at a time. Eternity is often constructed out of minutes the flesh called 
unimportant. 

One day there will be no more opportunity to run this particular race. The believer will no 
longer need to restrain sinful flesh. There will be no lost sinner to witness to in this present 
world. There will be no need to look for the Rapture after it happens. There will be no 
present trial to endure after the course is finished. There will be no earthly flock to 
shepherd after the Chief Shepherd gathers His own. The opportunities connected with 
these crowns belong to this side of the finish line. That makes every remaining day 
valuable. 

Men will continue offering corruptible crowns. They will praise success, visibility, wealth, 
popularity, influence, talent, beauty, strength, intelligence, power, and fame. Take a long 
enough view and every one of those crowns turns into museum material. The athlete ages. 
The businessman dies. The politician leaves office. The celebrity is replaced. The 
preacher’s voice eventually goes silent. The author’s books gather dust. The building 
receives a new name. Earth’s coronations always come with an expiration date. 

Christ offers something else. An incorruptible crown. A crown of rejoicing. A crown of 
righteousness. A crown of life. A crown of glory that fadeth not away. They point toward 
service that survives the grave because the Judge who gives them survives everything. The 
crown matters because His approval matters. The reward matters because He gives it. The 
race matters because He called us into it. 



So when this series is finished, do not merely remember five names. Remember five 
questions. What controls you? Who have you tried to reach? Are you really looking for 
Christ? What will make you quit? What are you doing with what God entrusted to you? 
Those questions will tell far more about a Christian life than a shelf full of religious 
accomplishments. 

Run while there is track left beneath your feet. Sow while there are souls within reach. Look 
up while the trumpet has not yet sounded. Endure while the trial still presses. Feed while 
sheep still need the Book. One day the race will be over, the last opportunity will be gone, 
and the believer will stand before Jesus Christ with nothing left to edit, advertise, explain, 
inflate, excuse, or redo. 

Then the only opinion that matters will speak. 

And that is why the crowns are worth running for. 

 

 

 


