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Introduction – The Judgment Seat of Christ: Saved, Searched, and Rewarded 

There is a judgment coming for every born-again Christian, and the remarkable thing is how 
little many Christians seem to care about it. They can argue about the Rapture, diagram 
Daniel's seventieth week, identify the Beast, debate the timing of the Second Advent, 
calculate prophetic sequences, name the dispensations, and split theological hairs until 
the barber shop closes, yet live day after day as though Jesus Christ will never ask what 
they did with the life He purchased with His own blood. But Paul did not leave the matter 
floating in prophetic fog. He said, “For we must all appear before the judgment seat of 
Christ” (2 Corinthians 5:10). There is nothing uncertain about “must.” There is nothing 
selective about “all.” There is nothing symbolic about “appear.” Every member of the body 
of Christ has an appointment with the Lord Jesus Christ, and nobody will miss it because 
the calendar was full. 

That judgment is not the Great White Throne. It is not a second trial to decide whether the 
blood of Christ worked. It is not a Protestant purgatory where the believer finishes paying 
whatever Jesus supposedly forgot to cover at Calvary. The saved man has already passed 
from death unto life. Jesus said, “He that heareth my word, and believeth on him that 
sent me, hath everlasting life, and shall not come into condemnation” (John 5:24). Paul 
said, “There is therefore now no condemnation to them which are in Christ Jesus” 
(Romans 8:1). The Christian does not stand at the Judgment Seat wondering whether he 
will be thrown into the lake of fire. If that were the issue, then Christ's finished work was not 
finished, His blood was not sufficient, everlasting life was only temporary, and the word 
“saved” apparently needed an asterisk. The Bible needs none of that theological repair 
work. 

The Judgment Seat concerns the believer's service, stewardship, labor, motives, 
opportunities, faithfulness, and works after salvation. First Corinthians 3 says, “For other 
foundation can no man lay than that is laid, which is Jesus Christ” (1 Corinthians 3:11). 
The foundation is already there. The believer is not laying Christ beneath himself by earning 
salvation. Christ is the foundation upon which the saved man builds. Then Paul names the 
materials: “gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, stubble” (1 Corinthians 3:12). Every 
Christian is building. Some are building quietly with eternal material. Some are 
constructing enormous religious barns from dry grass and congratulating themselves on 
the square footage. The trouble with hay is that it looks substantial until somebody lights a 
match. 

That fire is coming. Paul 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). Notice what 
the fire examines: “every man's work.” God is not interested merely in how much was 



done. He says the fire will try it “of what sort it is.” That phrase ought to ruin a few religious 
annual reports. Men count buildings, members, budgets, views, followers, books, 
conferences, degrees, offerings, baptisms, speaking invitations, and applause. Christ asks 
what sort it was. A ministry can be large and worthless. A work can be small and eternal. A 
believer praying alone in a bedroom may put more gold into eternity than somebody 
speaking beneath stadium lights. Heaven's scales have never been impressed by publicity 
departments. 

And then comes the verse that keeps grace intact while putting a steel backbone into 
Christian responsibility: “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. The work burns. 
The man remains saved. You do not have to attend a seminary for eight years to distinguish 
the two unless somebody spends the first seven teaching you not to. The believer can 
suffer loss without losing salvation. He can reach heaven while watching earthly labor 
disappear in smoke. He can arrive home and discover that much of what he considered 
important was religious cardboard. Grace guarantees the destination. Grace does not 
guarantee that every saved man will have something profitable to show when he gets there. 

That is why the doctrine of eternal security should never produce carelessness. A man who 
uses security as an excuse for laziness has taken one of God's greatest comforts and 
turned it into a mattress for the flesh. Paul did not do that. He knew he was secure in 
Christ, and that security made him want to spend himself for Christ. He said, “So run, that 
ye may obtain” (1 Corinthians 9:24). He said, “I therefore so run, not as uncertainly” (1 
Corinthians 9:26). He brought his body into subjection. He fought. He labored. He endured. 
Near the end he could say, “I have fought a good fight, I have finished my course, I have 
kept the faith” (2 Timothy 4:7). That is a long way from treating salvation like a fire 
insurance policy followed by forty years in a spiritual recliner. 

The Judgment Seat also reaches below the visible work and exposes why it was done. First 
Corinthians 4:5 says Christ “will make manifest the counsels of the hearts.” Men can 
see the sermon; Christ sees why it was preached. Men can see the check; Christ sees why 
it was written. Men can see the sacrifice; Christ knows whether love, pride, guilt, 
competition, vanity, or devotion produced it. A man can preach because he loves Jesus 
Christ or because he loves hearing his own voice amplified. He can give because souls 
matter or because he wants his name carved into something that survives him. He can 
serve because Christ is worthy or because he cannot tolerate being overlooked. Religious 
activity can be performed by a flesh that learned church vocabulary. The Judgment Seat is 
where the costume comes off. 



That is why First Corinthians 13 is such a dangerous chapter for impressive religion. Paul 
says a man can speak magnificently, understand mysteries, possess extraordinary faith, 
give away his goods, and even surrender his body, yet without charity it profits him 
“nothing.” Nothing is a very small return on a very large investment. Men might build a 
monument to the fellow. Heaven may record a zero. That does not mean works are 
worthless. It means motive matters. The Lord who sees the hand also sees the heart 
attached to it. He does not need to subpoena witnesses to discover why you served Him. 
He was present when the decision was made. 

This series will therefore deal not merely with judgment but with value. What does heaven 
consider valuable? Paul names “gold, silver, precious stones.” Scripture repeatedly 
associates gold with glory, holy things, worship, and that which belongs to God. Silver 
appears repeatedly in connection with redemption and ransom. Precious stones picture 
concentrated value and, throughout Scripture, are connected with people, names, jewels, 
and things treasured by God. The point is not to invent a childish heavenly price chart 
where one tract equals a gram of silver and three prayers buy a ruby. The point is to 
recognize heaven's priorities. Christ matters. Redemption matters. Souls matter. Truth 
matters. Prayer matters. Faithful service matters. Anything God considers eternal ought to 
outrank whatever the world considers fashionable this afternoon. 

We will also deal with crowns because the New Testament deals with crowns. There is an 
incorruptible crown connected with discipline and running. There is a crown of rejoicing 
associated with souls and spiritual fruit. There is a crown of righteousness for those who 
love Christ's appearing. There is a crown of life connected with endurance under trial. 
There is a crown of glory connected with faithfully feeding God's flock. These are not props 
for a heavenly costume party. Crowns represent approval, victory, responsibility, and 
reward from Jesus Christ. Paul wanted them. The man who wrote more Church Age 
doctrine than anybody else did not consider reward an immature subject. He told believers 
to run so they could obtain. If Paul thought crowns were worth running for, the modern 
Christian probably ought to resist the urge to explain how spiritually advanced he is for not 
caring. 

The Judgment Seat also destroys the sentimental picture of eternity as endless inactivity. 
The saints are going somewhere, but they are also going to do something. Paul tells the 
Corinthians, “Do ye not know that the saints shall judge the world?” (1 Corinthians 6:2), 
and then, “Know ye not that we shall judge angels?” (1 Corinthians 6:3). Second Timothy 
says, “If we suffer, we shall also reign with him” (2 Timothy 2:12). Revelation says, “his 
servants shall serve him” (Revelation 22:3), and “they shall reign for ever and ever” 
(Revelation 22:5). That is considerably more serious than sitting on a cloud learning harp 



chords for ten thousand years. God's eternal program contains service, authority, 
government, responsibility, worship, and reigning under the Lord Jesus Christ. 

And that raises a question many Christians have never seriously considered: could 
faithfulness now affect responsibility then? Scripture repeatedly presents the principle that 
faithfulness in little prepares a servant for more. The believer should not turn that principle 
into some mechanical chart of cities, crowns, and offices that God never gave us, but 
neither should he pretend that reward means nothing. If Christ examines stewardship, 
distinguishes profitable work from wasted work, grants crowns, speaks of loss, and 
connects suffering with reigning, then the sane conclusion is that the Christian life has 
consequences beyond the grave. This little vapor we call earthly life may be training for 
responsibilities that stretch farther than our present minds can comprehend. 

That fact makes time frighteningly valuable. James asks, “For what is your life?” and 
answers, “It is even a vapour, that appeareth for a little time, and then vanisheth away” 
(James 4:14). A vapor is not long enough to waste. You get one mortal life. One period in 
which obedience can cost you something. One period in which faith can operate without 
sight. One period in which you can stand for Christ while the world opposes Him. One 
period in which you can witness to lost men before their opportunity ends. One period in 
which you can pray through exhaustion, give through sacrifice, endure rejection, resist 
temptation, forgive an enemy, stand beside truth, support Gospel work, raise children in 
the Book, and serve when nobody applauds. Eternity will contain service, but it will never 
reproduce precisely the opportunities contained in this present evil world. 

That means some of the most important things in your Christian life may be things nobody 
knows about. The prayer prayed at two in the morning. The temptation refused when 
nobody would have caught you. The money given anonymously. The person witnessed to 
during an ordinary conversation. The doctrinal compromise rejected though accepting it 
would have opened doors. The lonely believer encouraged. The child taught Scripture. The 
sermon preached faithfully to twenty people while somebody else preached nonsense to 
twenty thousand. Men count crowds. God counts faithfulness. Men photograph stages. 
God sees closets. Men engrave names into plaques. God writes things into records that fire 
cannot erase. 

There is also the terrifying possibility of shame. First John 2:28 tells believers to abide in 
Christ so “that, when he shall appear, we may have confidence, and not be ashamed 
before him at his coming.” Those words are not there to decorate the page. Confidence 
and shame are real alternatives. The saved man will still be saved, but salvation does not 
guarantee that he will be pleased with everything the fire reveals. Imagine seeing clearly 
what fifty years could have produced if they had not been fed almost entirely to comfort, 



entertainment, vanity, bitterness, money, position, and distraction. Imagine discovering 
that opportunities you thought insignificant were actually invitations to build something 
eternal. Imagine hearing the truth about things everybody else praised. The Judgment Seat 
is where excuses discover they were always made of the same material as stubble. 

Yet this doctrine is not designed to produce despair. It is designed to produce sobriety 
while there is still time to build. If you are alive, there is still material in your hands. 
Yesterday cannot be repaired, but today does not have to resemble yesterday. Paul did not 
tell believers to sit down and mourn indefinitely over every wasted opportunity. He told 
them to run. “Forgetting those things which are behind, and reaching forth unto those 
things which are before” (Philippians 3:13), he pressed toward the mark. Grace allows a 
foolish believer to wake up. Grace allows a wasted man to become useful. Grace allows 
somebody who spent years gathering hay to start laying gold on the foundation. But grace 
never teaches him that the hay was secretly treasure. 

The great question running through this entire series is therefore simple enough for a child 
and deep enough to trouble an old preacher: what are you doing because you love Jesus 
Christ? Not because you must earn salvation. You cannot. Not because you fear the lake of 
fire if you fail. If you are in Christ, that question was settled at Calvary. But what are you 
doing simply because the One who loved you and gave Himself for you is worthy? What are 
you willing to give Him without recognition? What are you willing to surrender without 
compensation? What are you willing to endure without resentment? What are you willing to 
refuse because holiness matters? What are you willing to finish because He gave you the 
assignment? Love that never reaches obedience eventually becomes religious poetry. 

Paul writes, “For the love of Christ constraineth us” (2 Corinthians 5:14). That is the 
engine. The Christian does not run merely because crowns exist. He runs because Christ 
loved him. He does not witness merely because reward is possible. He witnesses because 
Christ died for sinners. He does not endure trial merely because some future authority 
might be connected to it. He endures because the Lord who saved him is worth following 
through fire. Rewards matter because Christ says they matter, but Christ matters more 
than the rewards. In the end, every crown is valuable because of the hand that gives it. The 
reward is precious because the Judge who says, “This pleased Me,” is the One whose 
approval makes eternity worth having. 

So this series is not merely about what will happen someday. It is about what you are doing 
today because someday is coming. Every morning you wake up with another small pile of 
time placed into your hands. By nightfall you will have spent it. Some of it may become 
gold. Some may become silver. Some may become precious stones. Some may become 
smoke waiting for a match. You decide constantly what material goes onto the foundation. 



One day the last load will arrive. The final nail will be driven. The tools will be taken away. 
Then “the day shall declare it.” There will be no more revising the plans after that. 

That is why the Judgment Seat of Christ deserves more than a passing mention in a study of 
the afterlife. It deserves to stand directly in front of the Christian while he lives. You are 
saved if you have trusted the Lord Jesus Christ and His finished Gospel. But you are also 
being searched in the sense that your work will be examined, your motives exposed, your 
stewardship evaluated, and your labor tested. And you may be rewarded according to what 
remains. Saved, searched, and rewarded. There is the whole matter in three words. The 
blood secures the man. The fire tests the work. The righteous Judge determines the reward. 

One day you will stand before Jesus Christ with no pastor beside you to answer your 
questions, no denomination behind you to loan you faithfulness, no crowd around you to 
applaud, and no enemy present whose failures you can use as an excuse. “Every one of us 
shall give account of himself to God” (Romans 14:12). Himself. That word strips away the 
whole excuse department. The Judgment Seat is personal because stewardship is 
personal. God gave you your life. He gave you your opportunities. He gave you access to His 
Book. He gave you whatever ability, resources, time, influence, suffering, and open doors 
belonged to your course. Your neighbor had another course. Your pastor had another. Paul 
had another. The question is whether you ran yours. 

When the fire finally falls upon the finished structure, nobody will care how impressive it 
looked before the flame. The world may have called it successful. The church may have 
called it successful. You may have spent your whole life calling it successful. The fire will 
have the last word. Gold will remain. Silver will remain. Precious stones will remain. Wood 
will vanish. Hay will flare. Stubble will disappear almost before the smoke has time to rise. 
And there you will stand, perfectly saved because Jesus Christ is a perfect Saviour, looking 
at what remains of the one earthly life you were given to spend for Him. 

The purpose of these ten studies is to make sure that moment is not the first time you 
seriously think about it. 

 

 

1 of 10: The Judgment Seat of Christ – Every Christian Has an Appointment 

Key Passage: 2 Corinthians 5:10 — “For we must all appear before the judgment seat of 
Christ; that every one may receive the things done in his body, according to that he 
hath done, whether it be good or bad.” 

Introduction 



There are appointments you can cancel, appointments you can postpone, appointments 
you can forget, and appointments you can avoid by simply refusing to show up. The 
Judgment Seat of Christ is not one of them. Paul did not write, “Some of us may appear.” He 
did not say, “Preachers must appear,” or, “Backsliders should appear,” or, “Christians who 
failed to keep the rules will probably appear.” The Holy Ghost put the matter beyond 
revision when He said, “we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ” (2 
Corinthians 5:10). There is your appointment notice, and heaven does not need you to 
confirm attendance. Every blood-bought child of God is headed toward a personal 
accounting before the Lord Jesus Christ. You can lose your calendar, change churches, 
change addresses, change denominations, change countries, or change your mind about 
the doctrine, but you will not change the appointment. The Judge has already written your 
name on the docket. 

That truth ought to straighten out some crooked Christian thinking before we go any further. 
Salvation does not mean that God threw away His books, closed His eyes, and decided 
that nothing a believer ever does afterward matters. Salvation settles the question of 
condemnation; it does not cancel the question of accountability. A saved sinner has 
passed “from death unto life” (John 5:24). He has “no condemnation” in Christ Jesus 
(Romans 8:1). He is “accepted in the beloved” (Ephesians 1:6). Those are positional 
truths purchased by the blood of Christ, not wages earned by Christian performance. But 
the same Bible that gives you eternal security also says, “So then every one of us shall 
give account of himself to God” (Romans 14:12). Grace does not turn stewardship into a 
joke. The Christian who thinks eternal security means eternal irresponsibility has taken a 
doctrine meant to produce gratitude and twisted it into a hammock for the flesh. 

The Judgment Seat of Christ therefore belongs in the front room of Christian doctrine, not in 
a dusty attic reserved for prophecy enthusiasts. It changes the way you look at time, 
money, opportunity, talent, preaching, prayer, service, suffering, obedience, and the use of 
your body. There is coming a day when every sermon, every tract, every private act of 
kindness, every wasted opportunity, every excuse, every sacrifice, every secret motive, and 
every piece of religious machinery will be exposed beneath the eyes of the One who cannot 
be fooled. Men can be fooled by a title, a collar, a platform, a degree, a crowd, a 
microphone, a ministry logo, and a polished testimony. Jesus Christ is not impressed by 
stage lighting. He knows what was done, why it was done, and whether it was done for Him. 
The Judgment Seat turns the Christian life from religious scenery into stewardship under 
approaching inspection. 

1. The Appointment Is Written in the Book 



Romans 14:10 asks the question plainly: “why dost thou judge thy brother? or why dost 
thou set at nought thy brother? for we shall all stand before the judgment seat of 
Christ.” That verse is not addressed to the lost world lining up for damnation. Paul is talking 
to brethren. The context concerns believers judging one another over doubtful matters, and 
the Holy Ghost brings the discussion to a screeching halt by reminding both parties that 
somebody greater than either of them is going to do the judging. Christians can spend half 
a lifetime inspecting everybody else's porch while their own house is filling with smoke. 
Paul says, in effect, stop acting like you own the courthouse. You are not the final judge, 
and neither is the fellow across the aisle. “We shall all stand.” The doctrinal point is 
unavoidable. The Christian who spends his life keeping score on everybody else will 
eventually stand before the One who kept the score correctly. 

Second Corinthians 5:10 makes the appointment even more personal: “For we must all 
appear before the judgment seat of Christ.” Notice the words. Must. All. Appear. There 
is not much wiggle room in any of them. Modern religion can turn almost anything into a 
discussion panel, but the English language is having none of it here. “Must” is not a 
suggestion. “All” does not mean the especially troublesome members. “Appear” does not 
mean mail in a statement prepared by your attorney. You are going to be there. The One 
who saved you will be there. The record will be there. The works will be there. The truth will 
be there. Every fog machine used by the flesh down here disappears up there. A Christian 
may spend years explaining himself to men, justifying himself to friends, advertising 
himself to crowds, and comparing himself with weaker brethren, but one appearance 
before Jesus Christ will settle what all those human evaluations were worth. 

Romans 14:12 removes the final hiding place: “So then every one of us shall give 
account of himself to God.” Not an account of the pastor. Not an account of the 
denomination. Not an account of the hypocrite who offended you twenty years ago. Not an 
account of the church member who did not shake your hand. “Of himself.” A man can 
build an entire theology of excuses out of what somebody else did to him, but none of 
those excuses will change the pronoun. God does not say you will give account of what 
everybody else made you do. He says you will give account of yourself. That ought to cure 
the chronic habit of living through other people's failures. At the Judgment Seat, there will 
be no witness stand where you summon your enemies to explain why you never served 
God. Every Christian arrives with his own account, and no one gets to submit a group 
project. 

2. The People Standing There Are Saved People 

The first great distinction must be nailed down so securely that no religious crowbar can 
pry it loose: the Judgment Seat of Christ is a judgment for saved people. First Corinthians 3 



begins the examination with a foundation already laid: “For other foundation can no man 
lay than that is laid, which is Jesus Christ” (1 Corinthians 3:11). The man in the passage 
is not trying to get onto the foundation. He is already building upon it. Salvation is not the 
prize at the end of the construction project; salvation is the foundation on which the 
building begins. That distinction is the difference between Bible Christianity and every 
works religion that ever sent a nervous sinner running on a treadmill trying to earn what 
God gives freely. The sinner is saved “by grace…through faith”, “not of works, lest any 
man should boast” (Ephesians 2:8-9). After salvation comes workmanship, service, 
obedience, and accountability. 

First Corinthians 3:15 destroys any attempt to turn the Judgment Seat into a trial over 
whether the believer gets to remain saved. Paul says, “If any man's work shall be burned, 
he shall suffer loss: but he himself shall be saved; yet so as by fire.” The work burns. 
The man remains saved. You would have to be trying very hard to miss the distinction, and 
religion has demonstrated for centuries that if enough tradition is involved, men can miss a 
barn door while leaning against it. The text does not say, “If his works are bad, he shall be 
lost.” It says, “he himself shall be saved.” There is loss, but it is not loss of eternal life. 
There is fire, but the believer is not being cast into hell. There is judgment, but it is not 
condemnation for sins that Jesus Christ already bore “in his own body on the tree” (1 
Peter 2:24). 

That means the word “Christian” in this study cannot simply mean anybody who checks a 
religious box or likes the name Jesus. The people at this judgment are those who are in 
Christ, those who have trusted the Gospel of the grace of God, the death, burial, and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ as declared in 1 Corinthians 15:1-4. Church membership 
cannot put a man on that foundation. Water baptism cannot lay it. Good manners cannot 
lay it. A religious family cannot lay it. A priest, preacher, denomination, sacrament, charity 
receipt, or grandmother's Bible cannot lay it. “Other foundation can no man lay.” You 
must first belong to Christ before the Judgment Seat of Christ becomes your judgment. The 
lost man needs salvation. The saved man needs to remember that salvation placed him 
into a life that will be examined by the Saviour who bought him. 

3. The Appointment Follows the Church's Departure 

The Judgment Seat belongs to the future program of the Church and must be kept distinct 
from judgments connected with Israel, the nations, and the final resurrection of the lost. 
Paul tells the Church that the Lord Himself shall descend from heaven, that “the dead in 
Christ shall rise first,” and that living believers shall be “caught up together with them in 
the clouds, to meet the Lord in the air” (1 Thessalonians 4:16-17). That is the blessed 
hope of the body of Christ. The Church is not waiting for Antichrist to approve a boarding 



pass. We are waiting for “the glorious appearing of the great God and our Saviour Jesus 
Christ” (Titus 2:13). When the Church is caught up, the earthly walk of every member of 
that body is finished. The construction period ends. The account can then be examined 
because no further boards are being nailed onto the building. 

Paul connects evaluation with the Lord's coming when he writes, “Therefore judge 
nothing before the time, until the Lord come” (1 Corinthians 4:5). Then the Lord “will 
bring to light the hidden things of darkness, and will make manifest the counsels of 
the hearts.” There is the heavenly audit, and it reaches farther than any earthly 
investigation ever could. Men can inspect actions; Christ exposes counsels. Men can 
examine a check; Christ examines why it was written. Men hear the sermon; Christ knows 
whether the preacher wanted souls saved or wanted his name admired. Men see the 
sacrifice; Christ knows whether it came from love or vanity. Nothing has to be discovered 
by the Judge because He already knows it. The judgment reveals and evaluates what He 
knows. Down here we require evidence because men are ignorant. Up there the evidence 
appears before Omniscience Himself. No shredded documents, deleted messages, 
polished memories, or revised biographies will help. 

The exact prophetic sequence should produce sobriety, not calendar foolishness. Paul 
says of the believer's work, “the day shall declare it” (1 Corinthians 3:13), and later 
speaks of a “crown of righteousness” which the Lord shall give him “at that day” (2 
Timothy 4:8). The Church Age is therefore not drifting endlessly toward nowhere. It is 
moving toward an appointed conclusion, followed by an appointed accounting. Every 
twenty-four hours brings the believer one day closer to the last opportunity he will ever 
have to serve Christ in this mortal body. That is why wasting a Christian life is more serious 
than wasting money. Money can sometimes be replaced. Yesterday cannot. Once the 
trumpet sounds, you will never again have the opportunity to obey Christ under the same 
conditions in which you live today. Eternity remembers what time spends. 

4. This Is Not the Great White Throne 

The Judgment Seat of Christ must never be confused with the Great White Throne of 
Revelation 20. At the Great White Throne, John says, “I saw the dead, small and great, 
stand before God; and the books were opened” (Revelation 20:12). The dead there are 
judged “according to their works,” and whosoever is not found written in the book of life is 
“cast into the lake of fire” (Revelation 20:15). That is not the destiny of a member of the 
body of Christ. The saved believer has already received eternal life. Jesus said, “He that 
heareth my word, and believeth on him that sent me, hath everlasting life, and shall 
not come into condemnation” (John 5:24). “Hath” means present possession. 



“Everlasting” means it lasts. And “shall not come into condemnation” is strong enough to 
survive every theologian who wants to weaken it. 

The believer's sins were dealt with judicially at Calvary. Christ “bare our sins in his own 
body on the tree” (1 Peter 2:24). God “made him to be sin for us, who knew no sin; that 
we might be made the righteousness of God in him” (2 Corinthians 5:21). You cannot 
preach substitutionary atonement on Sunday and then spend Monday teaching that God 
will drag the believer back into court to determine whether Christ paid enough. Either “It is 
finished” meant something, or Calvary was an installment plan. The blood of Jesus Christ 
is not a down payment while the Christian spends the rest of eternity paying closing costs. 
The Judgment Seat does not decide whether Christ's righteousness was sufficient to save 
you. That question was settled the moment you believed. What remains is the examination 
of what you did after you became God's purchased possession. 

Here is where two errors fall into the ditch on opposite sides of the road. One crowd 
destroys security and turns the Judgment Seat into a threat of final damnation. The other 
crowd protects security by pretending accountability hardly matters. Both are wrong. First 
Corinthians 3:15 holds both truths in one verse: “he shall suffer loss: but he himself 
shall be saved.” The man is secure, and the loss is real. Bible doctrine does not have to 
mutilate one truth to protect another. Salvation is free, but the Christian life has 
consequences. Heaven is certain for the believer, but reward is not automatic. The 
foundation cannot burn, but the building can. If that bothers somebody's theological 
system, the problem is not the verse. God has a habit of refusing to rewrite His Bible to fit a 
man's filing cabinet. 

5. The Judge Will Examine the Life Built Upon Christ 

Second Corinthians 5:10 says every believer will “receive the things done in his body, 
according to that he hath done, whether it be good or bad.” There is something 
wonderfully practical about those words. Christianity is not a vapor floating three feet 
above ordinary life. The things done “in his body” include what you did with hands, feet, 
tongue, eyes, strength, time, opportunities, possessions, and abilities. Your body is the 
vehicle through which your earthly stewardship is carried out. Paul therefore tells believers, 
“ye are not your own” and “ye are bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your 
body” (1 Corinthians 6:19-20). The body that the modern world worships as an instrument 
of self-expression belongs, in the believer's case, to Somebody else. A purchased servant 
who insists on living entirely for himself has forgotten to read the receipt. 

First Corinthians 3:13 sharpens the examination further: “the fire shall try every man's 
work of what sort it is.” Not merely how much. What sort. That phrase ruins religious 



statistics as a substitute for spiritual reality. Ten thousand hours of fleshly activity do not 
become spiritual because somebody printed a ministry report about them. God is 
interested in quality according to His standard. A cup of cold water given in the right spirit 
may outlast a building erected for human glory. One faithful witness to a lost man may have 
more eternal substance than a hundred speeches designed to impress religious 
professionals. Men measure piles because piles are easy to photograph. Christ measures 
the material. A mountain of sawdust is still sawdust, and a thimbleful of gold remains gold. 
The Judgment Seat is where heaven's scales replace earth's publicity department. 

Then 1 Corinthians 4:5 reaches beneath the work to the motive: the Lord “will make 
manifest the counsels of the hearts: and then shall every man have praise of God.” 
That is frightening and encouraging at the same time. Frightening, because Christ sees the 
motive men missed. Encouraging, because Christ also sees faithfulness men never 
noticed. Some of the best Christian service on earth has no audience, no applause, no 
plaque, and no photograph. A mother praying alone, a believer giving secretly, a saint 
witnessing patiently, a servant doing right when nobody knows, a Christian refusing 
compromise at personal cost—none of it disappears merely because it never became 
content for the religious marketplace. The Judge sees it. On the other hand, a man can 
receive thunderous applause down here and discover up there that heaven heard mostly 
noise. God does not confuse popularity with profit. 

6. Accountability Gives Weight to the Christian Life 

Paul writes in Romans 12:1, “I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, 
that ye present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your 
reasonable service.” Notice the order. Mercy first, service afterward. Grace first, sacrifice 
afterward. Salvation first, stewardship afterward. God does not ask a lost sinner to become 
a living sacrifice so that he can earn salvation. He asks a saved man, because of mercies 
already received, to place his life at God's disposal. That is why Christian service is called 
“reasonable.” Christ bought you with His blood, gave you eternal life, sealed you by His 
Spirit, made you a son of God, prepared an inheritance for you, and promised you 
resurrection glory. Giving Him your Tuesday afternoon is not exactly highway robbery. The 
amazing thing is not that God expects service. The amazing thing is how much He gave 
before He asked for anything. 

Ephesians 2 makes the order equally plain. Verse 9 says salvation is “not of works,” and 
the very next verse says, “For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus unto 
good works” (Ephesians 2:10). Works cannot produce the new creature, but the new 
creature was created unto good works. That is the balance men keep dropping. One man 
tries to work his way into Christ. Another gets into Christ by faith and then acts as though 



work is a dirty word. The Bible slaps both errors off the table. You are not saved by good 
works, but you certainly are saved unto good works. The Judgment Seat is where those 
works are examined. Grace does not abolish responsibility; grace supplies the only proper 
foundation for it. A Christian working to stay saved is a slave to fear. A Christian refusing to 
work because he is saved has misunderstood freedom. 

The coming judgment also exposes the stupidity of wasting a life on things that cannot 
survive it. Jesus Christ said, “lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven” (Matthew 6:20). 
Paul said believers should be “rich in good works” and “laying up in store for 
themselves a good foundation against the time to come” (1 Timothy 6:18-19). Earthly life 
is therefore an investment window with a closing time. Men will spend forty years collecting 
objects that strangers will sell at an estate sale in forty minutes. They will sacrifice 
marriage, children, health, church, prayer, Bible reading, and Christian service to obtain 
things that eventually require a dumpster. Then somebody calls that success. Heaven has 
a different accounting department. The Judgment Seat reminds us that the only wise life is 
one spent with eternity in view. If fire can take it away, do not make it your god. 

7. Nobody Can Stand There for You 

Romans 14:12 is deliberately personal: “every one of us shall give account of himself to 
God.” The verse eliminates proxy Christianity. Your pastor cannot stand there for you. Your 
parents cannot stand there for you. Your spouse cannot stand there for you. A godly church 
cannot lend you its faithfulness. A Bible-believing label cannot transfer somebody else's 
labor into your account. You may sit beneath the greatest preaching on earth and do 
nothing with it. You may own shelves full of Bibles and never obey the Book sitting three 
feet from your chair. You may quote sound doctrine and still waste your opportunities. Truth 
possessed is not automatically truth practiced. Judas carried money for the apostles and 
walked beside the incarnate Word without possessing salvation; a saved man can likewise 
live near spiritual things while neglecting personal responsibility. Location is not 
faithfulness. Standing near a fire does not make you the one who gathered the wood. 

That also means comparison is a miserable substitute for obedience. Second Corinthians 
10:12 speaks of those “measuring themselves by themselves, and comparing 
themselves among themselves,” and concludes, “are not wise.” Yet Christians love the 
game because it is easy to rig. If you want to feel spiritual, compare yourself with 
somebody colder than you. If you want to excuse laziness, find somebody lazier. If you want 
to defend compromise, locate somebody worse. With enough careful shopping, nearly 
anybody can find a sinner bad enough to make himself look like the Apostle Paul. But the 
Judgment Seat destroys that little carnival mirror. The standard is not the fellow in the pew 
behind you. The Judge is Jesus Christ. When you stand before Him, pointing sideways will 



accomplish nothing. Eternity does not grade on the curve, and heaven has never issued a 
reward for being slightly less useless than your neighbor. 

Galatians 6:4-5 says, “let every man prove his own work,” and then, “every man shall 
bear his own burden.” There is a healthy self-examination in that command. Not morbid 
introspection, not endless navel-gazing, and certainly not modern therapy disguised as 
spirituality, but a sober biblical question: What am I doing with what God gave me? Maybe 
you cannot preach to thousands. Fine. Who asked you to? Maybe you cannot write a book, 
pastor a church, cross an ocean, or finance a missionary. Fine. What can you do? Can you 
pray? Can you witness? Can you give? Can you encourage? Can you hand somebody a 
tract? Can you teach your children the Book? Can you show up faithfully? Can you obey 
what you already know? God will not judge you for somebody else's toolbox. But you had 
better stop pretending that having fewer tools means you were given none. 

Conclusion 

The Judgment Seat of Christ is an appointment every saved believer will keep. The words 
are too plain to soften: “we shall all stand” (Romans 14:10); “we must all appear” (2 
Corinthians 5:10); “every one of us shall give account of himself to God” (Romans 
14:12). Those three statements ought to follow a Christian around like three bells ringing 
from eternity. They do not threaten the believer with hell. They do something far more 
appropriate to a child of God: they remind him that the life purchased by Christ has a 
purpose. You were not redeemed merely to escape a bad ending. You were redeemed to 
belong to Jesus Christ. The blood that saved you bought you. The grace that secured you 
calls you to service. The Spirit who sealed you indwells you. And the Saviour who received 
you will one day examine the stewardship of the life He gave you. 

That coming examination should not produce panic in a believer who understands the 
Gospel, but it ought to produce sobriety. There is “no condemnation” for those in Christ 
Jesus, but there certainly can be loss. The foundation remains, but a foolish builder can 
waste materials. The believer remains saved, but his works can burn. That is why eternal 
security should never make a Christian careless. It should make him grateful enough to 
serve the One who made him secure. A prisoner who has been pardoned does not honor 
the governor by breaking windows on the way out. A slave who has been purchased and 
freed does not honor his redeemer by volunteering to return to the chain gang. Grace rightly 
understood does not produce sloppiness. It produces gratitude, and gratitude with a Bible 
in its hand eventually puts on work clothes. 

So the first truth in this series is the one that must govern everything that follows: you have 
an appointment with Jesus Christ. Not with a denomination. Not with an advisory board. 



Not with public opinion. Not with the Christians who admired you or the enemies who 
misunderstood you. With Christ. The eyes that watched you when no one else did will be 
there. The hands that were pierced for you will be there. The One who gave Himself for your 
sins will be there. And you will give an account of the life that followed your salvation. Every 
Christian is traveling toward that meeting whether he thinks about it or not. Wisdom is not 
pretending the appointment is far away. Wisdom is living today so that, when it arrives, you 
do not have to wish you could come back and live today again. 

 

 

2 of 10: The Judgment Seat of Christ – Saved Yet Standing Before the Fire 

Key Passage: 1 Corinthians 3:15 — “If any man's work shall be burned, he shall suffer 
loss: but he himself shall be saved; yet so as by fire.” 

There are few places where bad doctrine does more damage than at the judgment seat of 
Christ, because men have an almost religious talent for mixing together things God 
carefully separated. Give religion two judgments, two different groups of people, two 
different times, two different purposes, and two different outcomes, and somebody will 
eventually pour them into the same bucket and call the mess theology. First Corinthians 3 
will not permit it. The believer in this passage is standing on a foundation already laid, 
“which is Jesus Christ” (1 Corinthians 3:11). His works are examined. His building 
materials are tested. Some survive. Some burn. Rewards may be received. Loss may be 
suffered. But when the smoke clears, the Holy Ghost writes words strong enough to drive a 
railroad spike through every doctrine that turns the Judgment Seat into another salvation 
trial: “he himself shall be saved.” The fire reaches the works. It does not undo the blood. 

That distinction matters because Calvary was not a preliminary hearing. Jesus Christ did 
not die merely to get the sinner halfway out of condemnation and leave the rest of the bill 
waiting for him beyond the grave. Scripture says, “Christ died for our sins according to 
the scriptures” (1 Corinthians 15:3). It says He “bare our sins in his own body on the 
tree” (1 Peter 2:24). It says, “In whom we have redemption through his blood, the 
forgiveness of sins” (Colossians 1:14). When a sinner believes the Gospel, God does not 
put him on spiritual probation pending one final inspection. He is justified, sealed, 
accepted, redeemed, and placed into Christ. The Judgment Seat therefore cannot be God 
retrying sins that were already placed upon His Son. If Christ paid the debt, the debt is 
paid. Heaven is not operated like a dishonest collection agency that cashes the payment 
and then sends the same invoice again. 



Yet the other ditch is just as deep. Eternal security does not mean eternal irresponsibility. A 
saved man cannot lose Christ, but he can lose what might have been gained for Christ. He 
cannot be cast out of the body, but his works can be cast into the fire. He cannot lose 
eternal life, but he can “suffer loss.” That is exactly what 1 Corinthians 3:15 says, and the 
man who wants one half of the verse without the other is not rightly dividing Scripture; he is 
cutting the verse in half because one side makes him uncomfortable. Grace settles 
destination, but stewardship determines accounting. A Christian may enter glory safely 
and still watch a lifetime of religious lumber disappear in the flame. Salvation is not the 
reward for good service. Salvation is the foundation from which service begins. The 
Judgment Seat asks what the saved man built after God gave him that foundation. 

1. The Foundation Is Already Settled Before the Fire Begins 

Paul begins the passage by saying, “For other foundation can no man lay than that is 
laid, which is Jesus Christ” (1 Corinthians 3:11). That is the first doctrinal guardrail. The 
man whose works are being examined is not trying to establish a foundation. The 
foundation is already there. Jesus Christ is not a prize waiting at the end of a successful 
building project; He is the Rock underneath the whole thing. Salvation does not come after 
you have accumulated enough gold, silver, and precious stones. Salvation comes by grace 
through faith before the first board of Christian service is ever nailed down. Ephesians 2:8-9 
says, “For by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of 
God: Not of works, lest any man should boast.” God saves the sinner first, then begins 
dealing with the workmanship that follows. 

That order is absolutely fatal to every system that tries to sneak human merit into 
justification. The sinner cannot build his way onto the foundation because he is dead in 
trespasses and sins until God makes him alive in Christ. Titus 3:5 says, “Not by works of 
righteousness which we have done, but according to his mercy he saved us.” Romans 
4:5 says God “justifieth the ungodly.” He does not wait until the ungodly man has cleaned 
himself up enough to qualify for grace. That would make grace wages wearing a Sunday hat. 
The Gospel does not say, “Build well and perhaps Christ will accept you.” It says believe on 
the Lord Jesus Christ, receive eternal life, and then build because you belong to Him. 
Confuse that order and every doctrine downstream starts drinking muddy water. 

Once the foundation is settled, however, the believer becomes responsible for what he 
erects upon it. First Corinthians 3:12 says, “Now if any man build upon this foundation 
gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, stubble.” Every saved man is building 
something. The question is not whether there will be construction. The question is what 
sort of structure is going up. Some believers spend their lives putting eternal material into 
the building. Others construct impressive religious barns out of dry hay and then admire 



the architecture. Fire has a way of settling architectural debates. A structure can look 
magnificent before the match is struck and ridiculous ten seconds afterward. The 
foundation remains because Christ cannot fail. The superstructure is examined because 
the Christian can. That one distinction keeps salvation secure without turning Christian 
service into meaningless decoration. 

2. The Work Goes Into the Fire, Not the Believer 

First Corinthians 3:13 says, “Every man's work shall be made manifest: for the day shall 
declare it, because it shall be revealed by fire; and the fire shall try every man's work 
of what sort it is.” Notice how often the word “work” appears. The man is not being tried 
to determine whether Christ should keep him. His work is being tried to determine what 
kind it was. The fire is not searching for unforgiven sin hidden somewhere beneath the 
blood. It is testing the quality of Christian service. That is why the verse says “of what sort 
it is.” Heaven is not merely interested in volume. A hundred tons of religious sawdust do 
not become gold because the pile is large. Men may count attendance, money, platforms, 
programs, views, buildings, and applause. The fire asks a simpler question: what was it 
made of? 

Verse 14 continues, “If any man's work abide which he hath built thereupon, he shall 
receive a reward.” There is no mystery about the direction of the passage. Works that 
abide produce reward. Verse 15 gives the opposite outcome: “If any man's work shall be 
burned, he shall suffer loss.” The object being burned has not suddenly changed from 
work to Christian. The subject under examination remains the thing the man built. That is 
basic reading, but basic reading has ruined many an elaborate religious invention. Some 
systems need the believer himself tossed into the flames because fear keeps the 
machinery running. Paul refuses to cooperate. The Holy Ghost puts the work in the fire and 
leaves the man's salvation intact. When a doctrine requires you to move the pronouns 
around until they behave, the doctrine is the thing that needs burning. 

Then comes the statement nobody can honestly erase: “but he himself shall be saved; 
yet so as by fire.” The wording is almost painfully direct. The believer may watch his labor 
burn, may suffer genuine loss, may come through the examination with far less than he 
could have had, but “he himself shall be saved.” The verse does not say “might be saved 
if the fire is merciful.” It does not say “shall be saved if enough works survive.” It does not 
say “shall be saved after paying the remaining balance.” The man is saved because his 
salvation rests upon Christ, not upon the survival rate of his works. A believer can lose his 
cargo without losing the ship that carries him home. That is a sobering doctrine, but it is not 
a doubtful doctrine. 



3. Calvary Settled the Sin Question Once for All 

The Judgment Seat cannot be a retrial of the believer's sins because those sins were 
judicially dealt with at Calvary. Isaiah had prophesied, “the LORD hath laid on him the 
iniquity of us all” (Isaiah 53:6). When Christ came, John identified Him as “the Lamb of 
God, which taketh away the sin of the world” (John 1:29). Paul says God made Christ “to 
be sin for us, who knew no sin; that we might be made the righteousness of God in 
him” (2 Corinthians 5:21). Those verses describe substitution, not installment payments. 
Jesus Christ stood where the sinner deserved to stand. He bore what the sinner deserved 
to bear. He satisfied the demands of God's righteousness. The believer therefore does not 
arrive at the Judgment Seat hoping the cross was sufficient. The cross settled his standing 
before God before he ever arrived. 

Romans 8:1 declares, “There is therefore now no condemnation to them which are in 
Christ Jesus.” “Now” is a troublesome word for any system that wants condemnation 
waiting around the corner. John 5:24 is even more pointed: “He that heareth my word, and 
believeth on him that sent me, hath everlasting life, and shall not come into 
condemnation; but is passed from death unto life.” The believer hath everlasting life. He 
shall not come into condemnation. He is passed from death unto life. Those are not 
spiritual lottery tickets. They are statements of present possession and settled position. If 
the Judgment Seat can reverse them, then “everlasting” has an expiration date and “shall 
not” means “possibly will,” which is an odd way to read an English Bible unless theology 
has already tied a blindfold around your head. 

Hebrews 10:14 says, “For by one offering he hath perfected for ever them that are 
sanctified.” One offering. Perfected. For ever. There is no room there for a celestial 
purgatory with Christian branding. Calvary did not pay ninety-seven percent while the 
believer works off the final three. Christ did not cry, “It is almost finished, provided you 
survive the later review.” He cried, “It is finished” (John 19:30). The Judgment Seat 
therefore deals with stewardship, service, motive, faithfulness, and reward, not with 
whether the blood of Christ was adequate to save the man who trusted it. Once you 
understand the finished work of Christ, the confusion evaporates. God can fully secure the 
believer and still fully examine his service without contradicting Himself for one second. 

4. The Great White Throne Is Another Judgment Entirely 

Revelation 20 gives a scene entirely different from 1 Corinthians 3. John writes, “And I saw 
a great white throne, and him that sat on it, from whose face the earth and the heaven 
fled away” (Revelation 20:11). Then he sees “the dead, small and great, stand before 
God” and says, “the books were opened” (Revelation 20:12). The judgment ends with the 



fearful statement, “And whosoever was not found written in the book of life was cast 
into the lake of fire” (Revelation 20:15). That is not a saved man's works being examined 
for reward. That is final judgment connected with the second death. Put that beside 1 
Corinthians 3:15—“he himself shall be saved”—and the distinction is about as subtle as 
a church bell beside your ear. 

The timing is different, the participants are different, the purpose is different, and the 
outcome is different. Revelation 20 places the Great White Throne after the thousand-year 
reign described in the preceding verses. The Judgment Seat belongs to the Church's future 
with Christ and concerns the evaluation of believers' service. At one judgment, the saved 
man's works may burn while he remains saved. At the other, the lake of fire stands as the 
final destination of those judged there whose names are not found in the book of life. 
Mixing those events does not produce deeper theology. It produces doctrinal soup. God 
spent chapters drawing lines, and religious tradition sometimes arrives with an eraser and 
congratulates itself on being profound. 

The distinctions are not technical trivia. They protect the Gospel. If you make the Judgment 
Seat the Great White Throne, you have placed the blood-bought believer back under the 
threat of the second death. If you make the Great White Throne merely another version of 
reward judgment, you soften a final scene Scripture presents with terrifying seriousness. 
Right division preserves both truths. The believer is eternally secure in Christ and will 
nevertheless answer for his service. The lost will face final judgment apart from the 
salvation they rejected. God does not need us to blur either event to make the Bible easier. 
The Bible is already clear. Confusion usually enters when men decide a straight line needs 
improving and begin drawing circles around it. 

5. Lot Is the Picture of a Saved Man Escaping With Nothing 

Lot provides one of the most sobering pictures of the principle behind 1 Corinthians 3:15. 
Second Peter 2:7 calls him “just Lot,” and verse 8 calls him “that righteous man.” That 
settles his spiritual identification whether somebody likes his biography or not. Lot was not 
an admirable example of separation, courage, or spiritual leadership, but Scripture still 
identifies him as righteous. That fact makes his story more frightening, not less. He was not 
a lost pagan accidentally wandering through Sodom. He was a righteous man who pitched 
his tent toward Sodom, moved into Sodom, became entangled with Sodom, and 
discovered too late that you can be saved and still make a catastrophic investment of your 
earthly life. Grace saved Lot. Sodom ate his testimony for lunch. 

Genesis 19 presents the terrible scene. Lot warns his sons-in-law that judgment is coming, 
but “he seemed as one that mocked unto his sons in law” (Genesis 19:14). Think about 



that. The man knew the truth, but years of compromised living had robbed his warning of 
weight. When the emergency finally came, his preaching sounded like comedy. Angels had 
to hasten him. His wife looked back. His household was shattered. His property 
disappeared with the city. He escaped alive, but practically everything around which he had 
built his earthly life went up in smoke. Lot got out of Sodom, but he did not get Sodom out 
of his family. There are saved people whose lives resemble a man carrying fire insurance 
while furnishing the house with gasoline. 

That is why Lot is such a powerful picture of the words, “saved; yet so as by fire.” The 
picture does not establish the doctrine; Paul establishes the doctrine. But Lot illustrates 
the horror of arriving safely while losing nearly everything invested in the wrong place. A 
Christian can spend decades choosing Sodom's neighborhood, Sodom's values, Sodom's 
friendships, Sodom's ambitions, and Sodom's comforts, then suddenly discover that 
eternity has no interest in appraising his real estate. The tragedy is not that grace failed. 
Grace did exactly what grace promised. The tragedy is that the saved man wasted the 
space between his salvation and his departure. Escaping the flames is wonderful. Smelling 
like smoke because your whole life burned behind you is another matter entirely. 

6. Loss Is Real Even When Salvation Is Secure 

Some Christians hear “eternal security” and immediately imagine that all consequences 
disappear. Paul evidently did not receive that memo. He says plainly, “he shall suffer 
loss” (1 Corinthians 3:15). Loss means there was something that could have been gained 
and was not, or something that could have remained and did not. Reward is conditional 
upon the work abiding: “If any man's work abide which he hath built thereupon, he shall 
receive a reward” (1 Corinthians 3:14). Salvation is not placed under that condition. 
Reward is. The distinction is simple enough for a child and apparently complicated enough 
to keep theologians busy for several centuries. Eternal life is a gift. Reward is connected 
with faithful service. Confusing the two either destroys grace or destroys accountability. 

Second John 8 gives the warning, “Look to yourselves, that we lose not those things 
which we have wrought, but that we receive a full reward.” There is something less than 
a full reward. Revelation 3:11 says, “hold that fast which thou hast, that no man take thy 
crown.” First Corinthians 9:24 says, “So run, that ye may obtain.” Paul did not live as 
though every believer receives the same result regardless of faithfulness. He ran with 
purpose. He kept his body under subjection. He understood that a Christian can possess 
eternal life securely while still facing the possibility of wasted labor and lost reward. Grace 
removed hell from Paul's future, but it did not remove seriousness from Paul's present. 



That ought to put some steel back into Christian living. We have produced a generation that 
sometimes wants security without stewardship, assurance without obedience, liberty 
without discipline, and crowns without running. The flesh loves a doctrine of grace as long 
as grace means God never expects anything afterward. Paul taught something stronger. He 
taught a grace that saves completely and then demands that the saved man remember 
whom he belongs to. “Ye are bought with a price” (1 Corinthians 6:20). The believer's life 
is not his private possession to spend however he pleases. He is secure because Christ 
owns him, and precisely because Christ owns him, his use of time, body, opportunities, 
gifts, money, doctrine, and influence matters. Security is not God's permission slip for 
waste. 

7. Grace Makes the Judgment Seat More Serious, Not Less 

Romans 12:1 begins Christian service with the words, “I beseech you therefore, brethren, 
by the mercies of God.” Service grows out of mercy. The believer does not surrender 
himself in order to become God's child; he surrenders because God has already shown him 
mercy. Paul continues, “present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto 
God, which is your reasonable service.” Reasonable. After Calvary, after forgiveness, 
after justification, after eternal life, after the indwelling Spirit, after being made an heir of 
God, giving Christ the remaining years of your earthly life is not an unreasonable demand. A 
man rescued from a burning ship ought not complain that the rescuer expects him to stop 
drilling holes in the lifeboat. 

Titus 2:11-12 says, “the grace of God that bringeth salvation” also teaches us that 
“denying ungodliness and worldly lusts, we should live soberly, righteously, and godly, 
in this present world.” Biblical grace is a teacher, not a sedative. It does not pat rebellion 
on the head and tell the flesh to express itself. It teaches denial, sobriety, righteousness, 
and godliness. The same grace that secures the believer also trains him for a life that can 
withstand examination. When somebody uses grace as an argument for carelessness, he 
has not magnified grace; he has insulted it. The grace that cost Jesus Christ His blood is too 
expensive to be turned into an excuse for cheap Christian living. 

The coming fire therefore does not contradict grace. It reveals what grace was allowed to 
produce. Was the believer grateful enough to serve? Did he use liberty to glorify Christ or to 
feed himself? Did he take the Gospel seriously? Did he labor in prayer? Did he stand for 
truth when truth cost something? Did he build with material that could survive the eyes of 
Christ? The Judgment Seat will answer those questions without threatening one drop of the 
believer's eternal security. The man who understands both doctrines has something far 
better than fear and something far stronger than carelessness. He has confidence in Christ 



and sobriety about stewardship. Grace guarantees the destination. The fire reveals what he 
carried there. 

Conclusion 

The great truth of 1 Corinthians 3:15 is not difficult to state, but it cuts across a great deal of 
religious confusion: “If any man's work shall be burned, he shall suffer loss: but he 
himself shall be saved; yet so as by fire.” The work can burn. The believer remains saved. 
The reward can be lost. Eternal life remains secure. The building can collapse. The 
foundation remains. Those are not contradictions. They are the very distinctions the Holy 
Ghost placed into the passage. The Judgment Seat is serious precisely because salvation is 
settled. God is not deciding whether Christ succeeded at Calvary. He is examining what the 
saved man did after Calvary succeeded for him. Once that distinction is nailed down, false 
doctrine loses a great deal of lumber. 

The Christian therefore has no reason to fear that Jesus Christ will reopen the case against 
sins already covered by His blood. Romans 8:33 asks, “Who shall lay any thing to the 
charge of God's elect? It is God that justifieth.” Verse 34 asks, “Who is he that 
condemneth? It is Christ that died, yea rather, that is risen again.” The Judge at the 
Judgment Seat is the same Saviour who died for the believer, rose for the believer, justified 
the believer, and intercedes for the believer. But do not turn that comfort into laziness. The 
nail-pierced hands that secured your salvation also purchased your life. He has every right 
to ask what you did with what He bought. Eternal security removes dread of damnation; it 
does not remove the blush of wasted opportunity. 

So picture the scene correctly. You are not standing before Christ wondering whether the 
blood worked. If you are saved, the blood worked perfectly. You are standing there while the 
life built upon that finished salvation is brought beneath divine examination. Some material 
will shine in the flame. Some will vanish in smoke. Some believers will have reward. Some 
will suffer loss. And every man will learn with perfect clarity what Christ thought of what he 
built. Lot got out, but Sodom stayed behind in ashes. The believer will get home because 
Jesus Christ is a perfect Saviour. The question is what will arrive with him. Grace 
guarantees that the Christian reaches the other shore; the Judgment Seat reveals whether 
he comes carrying treasure or smelling like smoke. 

 

 

3 of 10: The Judgment Seat of Christ – When Christ Judges What Sort It Was 



Key Passage: 1 Corinthians 3:13 — “Every man's work shall be made manifest: for the 
day shall declare it, because it shall be revealed by fire; and the fire shall try every 
man's work of what sort it is.” 

There is a little phrase in 1 Corinthians 3:13 that ought to make every Christian worker stop 
long enough to check what he is carrying toward eternity: “what sort it is.” God did not say 
the fire will try every man's work to see how large it is, how famous it became, how many 
people applauded it, how much money passed through it, how many buildings were 
erected around it, or how many religious newsletters bragged about it. He said “what sort 
it is.” That phrase is heaven's knife through the wrapping paper. Men are impressed with 
size because size can be photographed. Men count crowds because crowds fit nicely into 
reports. Men advertise growth because nobody ever printed a glossy brochure titled, “We 
Were Faithful in Obscurity Again This Year.” But the Judgment Seat is not a religious awards 
banquet conducted by public relations men. Jesus Christ will put the work into the fire and 
determine what it actually was. 

That means the Judgment Seat reaches farther than visible activity. First Corinthians 4:5 
says the Lord “will bring to light the hidden things of darkness, and will make manifest 
the counsels of the hearts.” There is a courtroom no man can manage with makeup, 
lighting, statistics, explanations, or carefully edited testimony. Christ sees what happened 
behind the deed. Two men may preach the same Gospel from the same passage to the 
same congregation, and the outward act can look identical while the inward motive is as 
different as gold from straw. One wants Christ magnified; the other wants himself noticed. 
One gives because he loves the Lord's work; another gives because he likes hearing his 
name read from the platform. One serves because Christ is worthy; another serves 
because inactivity would leave him without a title. Men see the act. Christ sees the engine 
underneath it. 

This is where modern religious thinking gets nervous, because men have built elaborate 
measuring systems for everything except the thing Christ says He will examine. We 
measure attendance, budgets, platforms, followers, baptisms, degrees, speaking 
invitations, downloads, programs, buildings, staff, influence, and visibility. None of those 
things is automatically evil, and some can reflect genuine fruit. But none of them can tell 
you “what sort” a work is. A thousand people can hear a sermon preached from vanity, 
while one bedridden believer can pray unseen in a room and lay up something that survives 
the fire. Heaven's arithmetic is not impressed because somebody put a comma in the 
attendance figure. The Judgment Seat will not ask how impressive the work looked while 
the scaffolding was still standing. It will ask what remained after the fire told the truth. 

1. The Fire Tests Quality, Not Religious Bulk 



First Corinthians 3:12 names six building materials: “gold, silver, precious stones, wood, 
hay, stubble.” Notice that all six can be accumulated. You can have a little gold or a lot of 
hay. You can possess a handful of precious stones or a barn full of stubble. Quantity 
therefore does not settle quality. A Christian can spend forty years producing an enormous 
pile of activity and still have very little that survives divine examination. That is why Paul 
does not say the fire will determine how much work was done; he says it will determine 
“what sort it is.” One pound of gold and one pound of dry grass weigh the same on a scale, 
but introduce fire and suddenly the materials begin telling on themselves. Fire has no 
respect for advertising. It does not care how long the hay took to gather. It simply reveals 
what the hay always was. 

That ought to correct the obsession with visible magnitude. God is not against numbers; He 
wrote a whole book called Numbers. The problem begins when numbers become the 
standard by which spirituality is judged. A large church can be faithful, and a small church 
can be dead. A small church can be faithful, and a large church can be carnally successful. 
Size proves size. That is all. Paul said in 1 Corinthians 3:7, “So then neither is he that 
planteth any thing, neither he that watereth; but God that giveth the increase.” The 
servant is responsible for faithfulness; God controls increase. Religious flesh loves to 
reverse the arrangement. It wants credit for increase and excuses for unfaithfulness. At the 
Judgment Seat, God will untangle the whole thing without needing a committee meeting or 
a statistical report. 

The fire also corrects the idea that labor automatically equals reward. Labor matters, but 
the nature of the labor matters. Paul says in 1 Corinthians 3:8, “every man shall receive 
his own reward according to his own labour.” Then only a few verses later, that labor is 
subjected to fire. The combination is important. God sees the labor men never noticed, but 
He also knows whether the labor was spiritual or fleshly, obedient or self-appointed, 
Christ-centered or self-centered. A man can exhaust himself doing something God never 
told him to do and then wonder why heaven does not applaud the exhaustion. Running 
hard in the wrong direction does not become obedience because you arrived sweaty. The 
Judgment Seat is not rewarding religious perspiration by the gallon. Christ examines 
whether the work belonged to the kind that eternity recognizes. 

2. Christ Will Expose the Counsels of the Heart 

First Corinthians 4:5 gives one of the most penetrating descriptions of that future 
examination: “Therefore judge nothing before the time, until the Lord come, who both 
will bring to light the hidden things of darkness, and will make manifest the counsels 
of the hearts.” The “counsels” are not merely the outward actions but the inward 
purposes, designs, intentions, and reasons that moved the man. That reaches places no 



earthly observer can reach. A church can examine doctrine, conduct, testimony, and 
qualifications, and it ought to do so. But no pastor, deacon board, ordination council, or 
congregation possesses a window into another man's heart. Jesus Christ does. Men can 
hide motives behind orthodox language. Christ walks through the language like sunlight 
through clear glass. 

That means a work can be outwardly right while inwardly polluted. Paul acknowledged in 
Philippians 1:15 that “some indeed preach Christ even of envy and strife; and some 
also of good will.” Imagine that. The subject preached was Christ, but the motives 
differed. Verse 17 says some preached Christ “of contention, not sincerely.” That 
passage should cure the childish assumption that correct religious activity automatically 
equals correct spiritual motive. A man can say true things for rotten reasons. He can 
defend sound doctrine because he enjoys fighting more than truth. He can expose error 
because he loves Christ or because controversy gives him an audience. He can preach 
hard because the Bible is hard where it needs to be hard, or because he enjoys making 
people bleed. Same microphone, same verse, very different counsel of the heart. 

Yet the opposite is also gloriously true. Christ knows pure motives that nobody on earth 
recognized. A believer may be accused falsely, misunderstood completely, forgotten by 
men, and still have his service perfectly known to God. Paul says in 1 Corinthians 4:5, “and 
then shall every man have praise of God.” What a statement. Human praise is unstable 
currency. It rises when you are useful and falls when somebody newer walks into the room. 
One week they call you faithful; next week they cannot remember your name. But if God 
praises a work, eternity has settled the matter. A believer does not need to spend his life 
chasing approval from people who cannot even see the heart being approved. Christ knows 
why you did it. That fact is either terrifying or comforting, depending on what was really 
going on inside. 

3. Love Can Make the Difference Between Something and Nothing 

First Corinthians 13 takes a wrecking ball to the assumption that spectacular activity 
guarantees spiritual value. Paul says, “Though I speak with the tongues of men and of 
angels, and have not charity, I am become as sounding brass, or a tinkling cymbal” (1 
Corinthians 13:1). Eloquence without charity becomes noise. That is a brutal downgrade. 
Men might call the speaker gifted, powerful, dynamic, brilliant, or anointed, while heaven 
hears a cymbal banging in an empty hallway. The passage is not belittling spiritual gifts; it is 
exposing the worthlessness of gifts exercised without the proper inward reality. Religious 
ability can impress people who hear the sound. Christ hears the motive producing it. At the 
Judgment Seat, acoustic volume will not be mistaken for spiritual value. 



Paul continues, “though I have all faith, so that I could remove mountains, and have not 
charity, I am nothing” (1 Corinthians 13:2). Notice he does not say, “I am somewhat 
diminished.” He says, “I am nothing.” Then verse 3 gets more uncomfortable: “though I 
bestow all my goods to feed the poor, and though I give my body to be burned, and 
have not charity, it profiteth me nothing.” There is extreme generosity and extreme 
sacrifice, yet the verdict is “nothing.” If men were judging the scene, somebody would 
engrave a plaque, name a wing after the donor, and commission a biography. God looks 
beneath the sacrifice and asks what moved it. A dramatic deed cannot bribe omniscience. 
You cannot pile enough sacrifice on top of a corrupt motive to keep Christ from seeing 
through it. 

Biblical charity is therefore not sentimental softness. It is the spiritual reality that keeps 
service pointed toward God and others rather than circling endlessly around self. A man 
may preach truth with tears because he wants sinners saved, or preach the same truth with 
theatrical fury because he wants admirers impressed. A woman may serve quietly because 
she loves the Lord, while another performs the same task because she cannot stand being 
overlooked. One believer may give anonymously with joy; another may give publicly with an 
invisible invoice attached demanding recognition. The hands can perform identical actions 
while the hearts are traveling in opposite directions. At the Judgment Seat, Christ does not 
merely inspect the hands. He follows the deed back to its source. Motive is the hidden ink 
that fire makes visible. 

4. The Praise of Men Is a Dangerous Paycheck 

Paul asks in Galatians 1:10, “for if I yet pleased men, I should not be the servant of 
Christ.” That verse does not teach Christians to become obnoxious merely to prove they 
are spiritual. Some people can be disagreeable without any supernatural assistance 
whatsoever. The issue is whose approval governs the service. A servant cannot let public 
opinion become his master while claiming Christ alone directs him. If applause determines 
what you preach, silence will eventually change your sermon. If popularity determines what 
you stand for, opposition will rewrite your convictions. A man who lives on applause 
becomes a theological weather vane; whichever way the crowd blows, there he points. The 
Judgment Seat exposes the folly because the crowd that controlled him will not be sitting 
on the throne. 

First Thessalonians 2:4 gives the proper standard: “even so we speak; not as pleasing 
men, but God, which trieth our hearts.” There it is again—the heart under examination. 
Paul knew he was entrusted with the Gospel and therefore spoke before God, not as an 
entertainer auditioning for public approval. Verse 5 says, “neither at any time used we 
flattering words,” and verse 6 adds, “Nor of men sought we glory.” That is poison to 



celebrity religion. The flesh loves glory from men because human praise pays immediately. 
Faithfulness often pays later. A preacher can trade one hard truth for a little more 
acceptance and receive the applause before lunch. The Judgment Seat is God's reminder 
that cashing a cheap check now can cost something valuable then. 

This applies far beyond preaching. A Christian can raise children for appearances, give 
money for recognition, volunteer for visibility, post Scripture for applause, serve in church 
for position, or take doctrinal stands mainly because the position supplies a tribe that 
admires him. None of those outward acts tells the whole story. Men can only inspect the 
storefront. Christ owns the key to the warehouse. Colossians 3:23 says, “And whatsoever 
ye do, do it heartily, as to the Lord, and not unto men.” That phrase “as to the Lord” is 
motive medicine. Sweep the floor for Christ. Teach the class for Christ. Give the money for 
Christ. Preach the sermon for Christ. If nobody applauds, the Master still saw it. If 
everybody applauds, the Master still knows whether their applause was what you wanted 
all along. 

5. Religious Success Can Hide Spiritual Bankruptcy 

The Laodiceans said, “I am rich, and increased with goods, and have need of nothing” 
(Revelation 3:17). Though the doctrinal setting of Revelation's churches must not be 
carelessly flattened into a Pauline passage about the Judgment Seat, the spiritual principle 
is impossible to miss: human estimation and divine estimation can stand miles apart. 
Christ answered, “and knowest not that thou art wretched, and miserable, and poor, 
and blind, and naked.” They produced one report; Christ issued another. Their ledger 
showed abundance. His examination exposed poverty. That is what divine judgment does. 
It removes the flattering adjectives men attach to themselves and states the actual 
condition. Religious flesh is an excellent accountant when it gets to write both the numbers 
and the definitions. 

Paul warned the Corinthians about similar self-deception. “For we dare not make 
ourselves of the number, or compare ourselves with some that commend 
themselves,” he writes in 2 Corinthians 10:12, adding that those “measuring themselves 
by themselves, and comparing themselves among themselves, are not wise.” That is 
the religious rating system in one verse. Pick a weaker standard, compare favorably, then 
congratulate yourself. A minister compares his crowd with a smaller crowd. A Christian 
compares his sacrifice with somebody who gives less. A teacher compares his knowledge 
with a beginner. A church compares its doctrine with an apostate church and decides 
everything must be excellent. That is like measuring a crooked wall with a crooked ruler and 
celebrating because the lines match. Christ will bring the straightedge. 



The better question is not, “How do I look beside him?” but, “What does Christ see in me?” 
Second Corinthians 10:18 says, “For not he that commendeth himself is approved, but 
whom the Lord commendeth.” Self-commendation is cheap because the manufacturer is 
also the customer. A man can write his own advertisement, choose his best photographs, 
publish his best numbers, and carefully omit the parts that would ruin the campaign. None 
of that moves Christ one inch. The Lord's commendation is the only approval that survives 
eternity because He alone knows the entire record. The Judgment Seat will be the death of 
manufactured reputations and the vindication of hidden faithfulness. Heaven has never 
needed a publicist to tell Christ who served Him. 

6. Hidden Faithfulness May Outweigh Public Fame 

Colossians 3:22 addresses servants and tells them to obey “not with eyeservice, as 
menpleasers; but in singleness of heart, fearing God.” Eyeservice is work performed 
because somebody is watching. Menpleasing is service adjusted to the observer. Both are 
old sins with modern equipment. Today a man can advertise his service before he finishes 
doing it. A deed can be converted into content before the dust settles. But Scripture says 
the believer serves with “singleness of heart.” The Christian should be the same worker 
when the room is empty as when the supervisor walks in. He should pray when no camera 
is present, give when no nameplate is offered, study when nobody knows, and obey when 
obedience earns nothing visible. The unseen life is where motive gets caught without 
makeup. 

Paul continues in Colossians 3:24, “Knowing that of the Lord ye shall receive the reward 
of the inheritance: for ye serve the Lord Christ.” That is the cure for resentment when 
human recognition never arrives. If you serve men for men's praise, their silence feels like 
theft. If you serve Christ, their silence cannot rob you. The employer may overlook it, the 
church may forget it, the family may misunderstand it, and the public may never hear of it, 
but “ye serve the Lord Christ.” There is tremendous liberty in that. You do not have to 
spend half your energy announcing what the other half accomplished. Let Christ keep the 
books. His records do not lose pages, and His rewards do not get mailed to the wrong 
address. 

First Corinthians 15:58 therefore tells believers, “be ye stedfast, unmoveable, always 
abounding in the work of the Lord,” and then gives the reason: “forasmuch as ye know 
that your labour is not in vain in the Lord.” Notice the qualification: “in the Lord.” Not 
merely labor, but labor in Him, under Him, for Him, according to His truth. A hidden 
believer can abound in that work without ever becoming widely known. Fame is not a 
spiritual gift. Visibility is not a fruit of the Spirit. Some of the most profitable work in eternity 
may have been done by saints whose names never appeared on a conference schedule. 



Men remember platforms. God remembers faithfulness. The Judgment Seat will reveal how 
often earth's unknown servants were heaven's substantial builders. 

7. Examine the Motive Before the Fire Does 

Second Corinthians 13:5 says, “Examine yourselves, whether ye be in the faith; prove 
your own selves.” While the immediate concern there is broader than rewards, the 
principle of biblical self-examination belongs naturally in a life headed toward Christ's 
evaluation. The Christian should not wait until the Judgment Seat to consider why he 
serves. Ask now. Why do I preach? Why do I give? Why do I write? Why do I teach? Why do I 
want this position? Why does it bother me when somebody else receives the credit? Why 
do I lose enthusiasm when nobody notices? Why am I more energetic in public than in 
private? Those questions can sting, but a wound from truth now is cheaper than smoke 
later. The flesh hates inspection because it prefers flattering mirrors. 

First Corinthians 11:31 says, “For if we would judge ourselves, we should not be 
judged.” Again, the immediate context concerns the Lord's supper and chastening, but the 
spiritual wisdom is plain: God expects believers to deal honestly with themselves under 
His word. Self-judgment does not mean inventing sins, cultivating misery, or staring 
endlessly inward until you become useless. It means letting Scripture identify what is 
wrong and then agreeing with God about it. When pride is exposed, confess pride. When 
envy appears, call it envy. When ambition has become idolatry, do not rename it “vision.” 
When vanity puts on ministry clothes, do not call it “influence.” The flesh owns an 
impressive wardrobe, but changing the label does not change the material. Fire is 
notoriously unimpressed with tailoring. 

The goal is not to make a believer suspicious of every good impulse until he becomes 
paralyzed. Paul could say, “the love of Christ constraineth us” (2 Corinthians 5:14). There 
is the positive motive. Christ loved us, died for us, rose again, purchased us, and gave us 
eternal life; therefore we should live “not henceforth unto themselves, but unto him 
which died for them, and rose again” (2 Corinthians 5:15). That is the heart of acceptable 
service. Not terror that we might lose salvation. Not hunger for applause. Not competition 
with another servant. Not the desire to build a personal monument. Christ died for me; 
therefore I live for Him. When that becomes the mainspring, service does not need a 
spotlight to keep moving. 

Conclusion 

The words “what sort it is” ought to stay in the Christian's mind long after every earthly 
statistic has been forgotten. The Judgment Seat will not be impressed by what impressed 
men. Christ will not confuse motion with obedience, noise with power, crowds with 



approval, sacrifice with purity, or visibility with faithfulness. The fire will do what fire always 
does: reveal the material. Wood may be beautifully carved, hay carefully bundled, and 
stubble stacked high enough to cast a shadow, but none of those improvements alters 
what happens when flame reaches them. Gold requires no advertising once the fire begins. 
The Christian therefore needs something better than an impressive pile. He needs work 
that can survive the examination of Jesus Christ. 

That truth reaches straight into the motive behind the service. Christ “will make manifest 
the counsels of the hearts” (1 Corinthians 4:5). The preacher will not merely answer for 
what he preached but why he preached it. The giver will not merely have the amount 
examined but the heart behind the gift. The worker will not merely present hours of labor 
but the reason the hours were given. The believer who served Christ quietly has nothing to 
fear from being forgotten by men, because omniscience never forgets. The believer who 
built for his own name has nothing to gain from being remembered by men, because 
omniscience is never fooled. Human reputation is temporary scaffolding. When the 
building stands before Christ, the scaffolding comes down. 

So build with that day in view. Serve when nobody notices. Give without needing a trumpet. 
Preach because truth is true. Witness because souls need Christ. Pray because God hears. 
Study because the Book is worth knowing. Work because you belong to the One who 
bought you. Let other men chase names, numbers, applause, invitations, platforms, and 
religious trophies if they insist on spending their little vapor that way. The Christian has a 
better ambition: “Wherefore we labour, that, whether present or absent, we may be 
accepted of him” (2 Corinthians 5:9). Men may judge how much you did. Christ will judge 
what sort it was. And when the fire starts, only one of those judgments will matter. 

 

 

4 of 10: The Judgment Seat of Christ – Wood, Hay, and Stubble in the Furnace 

Key Passage: 1 Corinthians 3:12-15 — “Now if any man build upon this foundation gold, 
silver, precious stones, wood, hay, stubble; Every man's work shall be made manifest: 
for the day shall declare it, because it shall be revealed by fire; and the fire shall try 
every man's work of what sort it is. If any man's work abide which he hath built 
thereupon, he shall receive a reward. If any man's work shall be burned, he shall suffer 
loss: but he himself shall be saved; yet so as by fire.” 

There is something frightening about a building that looks magnificent until the fire 
department arrives. Polished wood can shine. Hay can fill a barn from floor to rafters. 
Stubble can cover an entire field until the horizon looks prosperous. None of those 



materials has trouble looking impressive before the flame starts. First Corinthians 3:12 
therefore gives the Christian a list that ought to disturb every lazy assumption about 
religious activity: “gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, stubble.” All six materials can 
be placed upon the same foundation, and that foundation is Jesus Christ. Paul is not 
talking about a lost man trying to earn salvation. He is talking about what saved men build 
after salvation. The terrifying part is that a believer can spend an entire Christian life 
constructing something large, visible, admired, expensive, and busy, only to discover that 
heaven classified the whole structure under the heading marked combustible. 

The world admires bulk, and the flesh loves bulk because bulk photographs well. A man 
can point to buildings, programs, committees, conferences, followers, broadcasts, books, 
budgets, attendance figures, mission statements, plaques, titles, and years of 
uninterrupted religious motion and think the case is closed. But the Judgment Seat is not 
impressed because somebody stayed busy. Ants stay busy. Termites stay busy. A religious 
machine can turn day and night and still grind nothing but sawdust. Paul does not say the 
fire will determine how tired the worker became; he says it will determine “what sort it is” 
(1 Corinthians 3:13). That means there can be labor without eternal substance, sacrifice 
without spiritual profit, and ministry without treasure. Religious activity becomes valuable 
only when it is built according to God's truth, from the right motive, for the glory of Jesus 
Christ. Everything else may have impressive dimensions, but dimensions do not fireproof 
cardboard. 

That is why this subject must be preached harder than modern Christianity likes to hear it. 
The believer's eternal security is untouched: “he himself shall be saved; yet so as by fire” 
(1 Corinthians 3:15). But eternal security does not make wasted years profitable. Grace 
does not turn stubble into gold. The blood of Christ guarantees that the saved man belongs 
to Christ; it does not guarantee that everything the saved man did was worth doing. That is 
the knife edge of the passage. You can be perfectly secure in Christ and still squander time, 
bury opportunity, chase applause, serve the flesh, cultivate pride, neglect prayer, ignore 
souls, waste money, and build a religious monument to yourself. Salvation determines 
whether you are on the foundation. The Judgment Seat determines what you built there. 
One is settled by Christ's finished work. The other exposes what you did after He settled it. 

1. Three Materials Heaven Intends to Burn 

Paul deliberately places “wood, hay, stubble” beside “gold, silver, precious stones” in 1 
Corinthians 3:12. He does not say wood, hay, and stubble are sins in the same sense as 
murder, adultery, theft, or drunkenness. The context concerns work built upon Christ. That 
is important because much combustible material can look religious. A man does not have 
to leave church to produce wood. He can manufacture it in the pulpit. He can gather hay in 



a Sunday school room. He can stack stubble in a ministry office. The most dangerous 
worthless work is often not openly wicked; it is spiritually empty activity wearing Christian 
clothes. If all bad work looked like sin, the problem would be easy. The flesh is clever 
enough to put on a necktie, carry a Bible, learn church vocabulary, and call itself service. 

Wood, hay, and stubble also share one fatal characteristic: fire exposes them quickly. You 
do not need a committee to determine what hay does in a furnace. You do not need a 
doctoral dissertation on the combustibility of dry grass. Introduce flame and the argument 
ends. That is the picture Paul gives. Down here men can debate whether a work was 
successful, whether a ministry was important, whether a preacher was influential, whether 
a program changed lives, whether a project deserved praise. At the Judgment Seat, the fire 
settles what human opinion could not. Some things that required forty years to build may 
require moments to disappear. Earth measures duration. Heaven measures substance. A 
long ministry can still be a long collection of dry material if Christ was not its center, 
Scripture was not its authority, and God's glory was not its aim. 

The tragedy is that combustible work is still work. Time was spent. Energy was spent. 
Money was spent. Opportunities were spent. The man may have genuinely exhausted 
himself gathering the material that burns. That makes the loss worse, not better. 
Ecclesiastes repeatedly reminds man that earthly labor can vanish, but Paul carries the 
principle into Christian stewardship: what matters is whether labor survives divine 
examination. A believer can devote himself to secondary things until the primary things die 
of neglect. He can become expert at administration while prayer disappears, skilled at 
promotion while witnessing disappears, obsessed with growth while doctrine disappears, 
and so occupied maintaining the machinery that he forgets why the machinery existed. The 
saddest words over a wasted Christian life may not be, “He did nothing.” They may be, “He 
did much that did not matter.” 

2. Wood – Impressive Construction With Combustible Substance 

Wood is useful. Men build houses, furniture, ships, fences, pulpits, stages, and entire 
structures from it. That is what makes it such a fitting picture. Wood can produce 
something genuinely impressive to the eye. A great wooden structure can take years of 
craftsmanship and leave observers admiring the builder. Then fire enters and reminds 
everybody that beauty is not the same thing as permanence. So it is with Christian service. 
A man can construct an enormous ministry around personality, organization, talent, 
charisma, money, human technique, or religious tradition. It can have architecture without 
eternity. It can be polished until the grain shines and still be wood. Men may admire the 
workmanship while Christ examines the material. The question at the Judgment Seat is not 



whether the structure was difficult to build. The question is whether the material belongs in 
eternity. 

Wood also reminds us of natural strength. Trees grow from the earth. They can become tall, 
strong, beautiful, and useful, but they remain natural material. Paul warns in Romans 8:8, 
“So then they that are in the flesh cannot please God.” That does not mean a saved man 
cannot do anything outwardly good. It means flesh cannot produce spiritual acceptability 
merely by becoming religious. Natural ability can preach. Natural charm can attract 
crowds. Natural intelligence can organize ministries. Natural ambition can build 
institutions. Natural discipline can create impressive routines. But if the work springs from 
the flesh rather than dependence upon Christ, the source poisons the result. The flesh can 
learn Christianity well enough to impersonate spirituality, but the furnace knows the 
difference. You cannot varnish nature into grace. You cannot sand pride smooth enough to 
make it spiritual. 

This is where gifted Christians are in particular danger. A man with strong natural ability can 
accomplish enough in the flesh that he no longer notices the absence of spiritual power. 
He can prepare sermons without prayer, manage people without humility, teach Scripture 
without trembling before it, build programs without seeking God's will, and receive enough 
compliments to assume everything must be healthy. Success can become anesthesia. 
Samson still had strength after his heart had wandered, and men often mistake continuing 
ability for continuing approval. The Judgment Seat will distinguish ability used for Christ 
from ability used to enlarge self. The Lord is not against talent; He gave it. But a gift 
becomes combustible when the servant begins polishing the gift while forgetting the Giver. 
Wood can be carved into a throne, but fire still calls it wood. 

3. Hay – Quantity Without Eternal Weight 

Hay is the material of bulk. A single handful does not impress anybody, but gather enough 
of it and you can fill a barn. That makes hay a perfect picture of religious quantity. Ministries 
often learn to count everything because counted things can be announced. How many 
attended? How much was raised? How many subscribed? How many campuses? How 
many programs? How many baptisms? How many books distributed? None of those 
measurements is automatically wrong. The book of Acts itself records numbers when God 
chose to record them. The danger begins when numbers become the proof of divine 
approval. Pharaoh had numbers. Nebuchadnezzar had numbers. The prophets of Baal 
outnumbered Elijah four hundred and fifty to one. Heaven has never been frightened by a 
minority or impressed by a crowd simply because the parking lot was full. 



Hay can also create the illusion of enormous wealth because of how much space it 
occupies. That is religious busyness. Some Christians have schedules packed from 
Monday through Sunday and still have little time for the things God actually commanded. 
They attend meetings about outreach instead of witnessing. They organize prayer events 
but barely pray privately. They discuss discipleship without opening the Bible with anybody. 
They spend hours talking about ministry strategy while souls pass them in grocery aisles 
untouched by the Gospel. Activity can become camouflage for disobedience. Martha was 
“cumbered about much serving” while Mary sat at Jesus' feet (Luke 10:40). The problem 
was not service itself. The problem was becoming so occupied with service that the Lord 
being served became secondary. Hay fills space beautifully. It still cannot survive fire. 

The Church Age has no shortage of haymaking equipment. We have tools previous 
generations could not imagine—instant communication, publishing, video, broadcasting, 
websites, social platforms, global distribution, searchable libraries, and technology 
capable of placing the Gospel before millions. Those tools can serve Christ wonderfully, 
but tools do not sanctify motive. Technology can multiply gold or multiply hay. A man who 
once could impress fifty people with himself can now impress fifty thousand before 
breakfast. Progress has not crucified the flesh; it has merely given the flesh faster 
transportation. The question remains exactly what Paul asked before electricity existed: 
“what sort it is.” The believer should use every lawful means available to spread truth, but 
he should never mistake reach for reward. Heaven's scale measures spiritual weight, not 
internet traffic. 

4. Stubble – The Leftovers of a Harvested Life 

Stubble is what remains after something better should have been gathered. That makes it 
especially sobering. A field of stubble tells you a harvest season existed. Opportunity was 
present. Time passed through the field. Something could have been gathered there. When 
Paul includes stubble among the combustible works, the picture naturally presses the 
conscience toward neglected opportunity. Ephesians 5:16 commands, “Redeeming the 
time, because the days are evil.” Time is not sitting still waiting for the Christian to 
become serious. Every day is spent whether wisely or foolishly. Every morning hands you 
twenty-four hours and by midnight demands every minute back. You cannot put unused 
Tuesday in storage and retrieve it ten years later. Time is the one possession everybody 
spends at exactly the same speed. 

Neglected opportunity is one of the quietest forms of loss because nothing dramatic 
happens when it passes. A man does not hear an alarm every time he could have 
witnessed but remained silent. A believer does not see smoke rise every time he could 
have prayed but scrolled instead, could have studied but entertained himself, could have 



given but indulged himself, could have encouraged someone but stayed absorbed in his 
own world. Life slips away in ordinary installments. Proverbs 24 describes the field of the 
slothful: “lo, it was all grown over with thorns, and nettles had covered the face 
thereof” (Proverbs 24:31). Spiritual waste often looks like that—not one enormous 
rebellion, but thousands of unattended little places until the whole field tells the story. 

Then comes the terrible backward glance. A Christian reaches old age and realizes he had 
health once, energy once, access once, opportunities once, children under his roof once, 
neighbors beside him once, money available once, doors open once. Now the field is 
behind him. Paul said, “So then every one of us shall give account of himself to God” 
(Romans 14:12). The Judgment Seat will not give back missed seasons so the believer can 
try again. Eternity does not run a rehearsal. There are works that can be performed only 
while we inhabit these mortal bodies in a fallen world. There are sacrifices possible now 
that will no longer be sacrifices in glory. There are sinners to reach now who will not be 
waiting for your tract in eternity. Stubble is what remains when harvest time was treated like 
leisure time. 

5. The Flesh Can Serve Religion Without Serving Christ 

Galatians 5:17 says, “For the flesh lusteth against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the 
flesh.” Salvation does not convert the old nature into a Christian. The flesh remains flesh. It 
can be disciplined externally, restrained, denied, and kept under subjection, but it cannot 
be spiritually rehabilitated. Romans 7 teaches that “in me (that is, in my flesh,) dwelleth 
no good thing” (Romans 7:18). That truth applies inside religious activity as surely as 
outside it. The flesh does not mind serving if service gives it recognition. It does not mind 
sacrifice if sacrifice purchases admiration. It does not mind hard preaching if hard 
preaching builds a reputation. It does not mind separation if separation becomes a badge 
worn to look superior. The flesh is perfectly willing to wear religious clothes so long as self 
remains underneath them. 

That is why Paul said, “For we are the circumcision, which worship God in the spirit, 
and rejoice in Christ Jesus, and have no confidence in the flesh” (Philippians 3:3). No 
confidence means no confidence. Not a little confidence because you have experience. 
Not a little because you know doctrine. Not a little because you have served thirty years. 
Christian maturity does not graduate a man from dependence upon God. If anything, 
maturity teaches him how dangerous self-confidence really is. Peter boasted that though 
all men forsook Christ, he would not, and before morning the rooster preached the shortest 
corrective sermon of his life. The believer who thinks he is too mature for fleshly failure has 
just demonstrated why he is not. Pride is wood already stacked beside the furnace. 



Spiritual work therefore requires spiritual dependence. Zechariah 4:6 says, “Not by might, 
nor by power, but by my spirit, saith the LORD of hosts.” Though that verse stands in its 
own Old Testament setting, the principle agrees perfectly with Paul's teaching that flesh 
cannot accomplish what belongs to the Spirit. A believer needs prayer not as decoration 
around ministry but as confession that he cannot accomplish eternal work alone. He needs 
Scripture because human cleverness cannot replace revelation. He needs humility 
because pride poisons service from inside. He needs obedience because religious 
invention is not a substitute for divine instruction. The Christian life is not God assisting 
talented people in their private ambitions. It is Christ working through yielded servants. 
Anything less may still build something, but the smoke detector is already chirping. 

6. Ambition, Applause, and the Religion of Self 

Paul warned in Philippians 2:3, “Let nothing be done through strife or vainglory; but in 
lowliness of mind let each esteem other better than themselves.” Nothing leaves little 
room for Christianized ambition. Vainglory is glory with nothing substantial behind it—
empty praise, hollow recognition, self-inflation. Yet religious environments can 
manufacture it by the truckload. Titles become trophies. Platforms become ladders. 
Followers become numbers on a scoreboard. Invitations become proof of importance. A 
man can begin preaching because Christ called him and gradually continue preaching 
because people know his name. He can start a ministry to reach souls and later protect the 
ministry mainly to protect his identity. The shift can happen so quietly that everybody 
notices except the man in the mirror. 

Jesus warned about men who “do all their works for to be seen of men” (Matthew 23:5). 
The immediate setting concerns religious leaders in Israel, but the disease of man-pleasing 
did not die with the Pharisees. It changed clothes. The modern believer can perform charity 
publicly, advertise sacrifice, stage humility, and convert every good deed into self-
promotion before the ink on the deed is dry. The Lord said of hypocritical giving, praying, 
and fasting in Matthew 6, “They have their reward.” That phrase ought to terrify anyone 
addicted to applause. If human recognition was what you wanted and human recognition 
was what you received, you may already have been paid in full. The applause stops quickly. 
Eternity does not issue replacement checks for rewards cashed early. 

The cure is Colossians 3:23: “And whatsoever ye do, do it heartily, as to the Lord, and 
not unto men.” That standard simplifies everything. Preach to the Lord. Teach to the Lord. 
Give to the Lord. Clean the church building to the Lord. Raise your children to the Lord. 
Write to the Lord. Witness to the Lord. Pray to the Lord. If men notice, fine. If they do not, 
fine. If they praise, thank God and keep moving. If they criticize unjustly, keep moving. The 
servant whose eyes are on Christ is harder to buy with applause and harder to stop with 



rejection. Religious ambition asks, “Did they notice?” Spiritual devotion asks, “Was He 
pleased?” One question produces hay. The other can produce treasure. 

7. The Furnace Will Leave No Argument Unsettled 

First Corinthians 3:13 says, “the day shall declare it.” Down here much remains 
undeclared. Good men are misunderstood. Bad motives hide successfully. Faithful 
servants are forgotten. Religious frauds receive honors. Some ministries look successful 
because the final chapter has not been written. Some faithful lives look insignificant 
because eternity has not yet opened the books. But “the day shall declare it.” There is 
coming a divine declaration that does not need public opinion to ratify it. Christ will reveal 
every man's work by fire, and the result will be beyond appeal. The fire will not flatter the 
famous or penalize the obscure. It has one standard: what sort the work actually was 
before God. 

Verse 14 gives the blessed possibility: “If any man's work abide which he hath built 
thereupon, he shall receive a reward.” Abiding work survives the furnace. Think of the 
beauty of that. Something done in a weak mortal body during a brief earthly life can pass 
through divine fire and remain. A prayer nobody heard, a witness nobody recorded, a 
sacrifice nobody thanked you for, a stand for truth that cost you friends, a faithful ministry 
in an obscure place, a gift made quietly, a soul pointed to Christ—if done rightly before 
God, the work can outlive the world that ignored it. Earthly monuments crumble from 
weather. Eternal work survives fire. A wise believer therefore stops asking what will impress 
men this year and starts asking what will remain when this world is gone. 

Verse 15 gives the alternative: “If any man's work shall be burned, he shall suffer loss.” 
That is not hypothetical decoration. God would not warn about loss if loss were impossible 
or meaningless. A saved man can arrive at the Judgment Seat carrying a lifetime of activity 
and watch much of it disappear. The sorrow lies not merely in losing reward but in seeing 
clearly what might have been. Imagine realizing that the years were real, the opportunities 
were real, the resources were real, the calling was real, the needs were real—and so much 
was spent on material incapable of surviving five seconds in the presence of Christ. Fire 
does not create the worthlessness. It reveals it. The furnace merely tells the truth we 
should have cared enough to learn before we started building. 

Conclusion 

Wood, hay, and stubble are warnings to saved people, not descriptions of lost men trying to 
earn heaven. The foundation is Jesus Christ. The builder is on the foundation. The work 
rises upon the foundation. Then the fire reveals the quality. That sequence protects grace 
while destroying carelessness. The Christian can rest completely in Christ for salvation and 



still tremble soberly over stewardship. Those truths belong together. Security without 
accountability becomes presumption. Accountability without security becomes bondage. 
Paul teaches neither. He teaches a saved man whose eternal standing rests on Christ and 
whose earthly work will nevertheless face divine examination. The foundation cannot burn, 
but the building can. If that does not make a believer think carefully about what he is 
constructing, nothing short of the furnace itself probably will. 

So look at the materials before the fire does. Examine where your time goes. Examine why 
you serve. Examine what receives your best strength. Examine whether prayer is alive or 
ceremonial, whether Scripture governs your decisions or merely decorates them, whether 
souls matter beyond slogans, whether Christ is actually central or simply printed across 
the front of something you wanted to build anyway. Do not wait until old age to discover 
that urgency would have been useful in youth. Do not wait until the Judgment Seat to learn 
that applause was cheap. The flesh will always argue that there is plenty of time, plenty of 
opportunity, and plenty of room for spiritual seriousness later. The flesh is a remarkable 
financial adviser when the currency being squandered belongs to eternity. 

One day the tools will be set down. The sermons will have been preached. The money will 
have been spent. The opportunities will have closed. The last prayer in a mortal body will 
have been prayed, the last witness given, the last act of service completed, and the 
building will stand finished. Then comes the fire. Gold will remain gold. Silver will remain 
silver. Precious stones will remain precious. Wood will not negotiate. Hay will not appeal. 
Stubble will not produce references from influential friends. The flame will tell the truth. 
And when that day comes, the only life that will seem successful is the life that produced 
something Christ considered worth keeping. Build accordingly. Heaven has no shortage of 
room for treasure, but the furnace has no mercy on religious cardboard. 

 

 

5 of 10: The Judgment Seat of Christ – Gold, Silver, and Precious Stones That Survive 

Key Passage: 1 Corinthians 3:12-14 — “Now if any man build upon this foundation gold, 
silver, precious stones, wood, hay, stubble; Every man's work shall be made manifest: 
for the day shall declare it, because it shall be revealed by fire; and the fire shall try 
every man's work of what sort it is. If any man's work abide which he hath built 
thereupon, he shall receive a reward.” 

The fire at the Judgment Seat of Christ is not merely destructive. It is revelatory. The same 
flame that turns wood, hay, and stubble into smoke leaves gold, silver, and precious stones 
standing there with their value exposed. That is the encouraging side of 1 Corinthians 3. 



God did not save a man, put him on the foundation of Jesus Christ, and then tell him that 
nothing he does afterward can have eternal worth. Quite the opposite. Paul says there is 
work that “shall receive a reward.” Something a believer does in a mortal body, during a 
short life on a cursed earth, can survive the examination of Jesus Christ and remain 
valuable on the other side of the grave. That ought to put some backbone into Christian 
service. Eternity is not merely where the believer goes when life ends. Eternity is where the 
value of the believer's life is finally revealed. 

Paul names three enduring materials: “gold, silver, precious stones.” Scripture itself 
supplies powerful associations for each one. Gold repeatedly appears in connection with 
divine glory, holy things, worship, and what belongs especially to God. Silver repeatedly 
appears in connection with redemption, ransom, purchase, and the price by which 
something is redeemed. Precious stones appear as treasures carried upon the breastplate 
of the high priest, as jewels belonging to God, and as beautiful objects whose worth is 
concentrated rather than bulky. Those associations give us a biblical picture of the kind of 
service that survives: work centered upon Jesus Christ and His glory, work connected with 
redemption and getting the Gospel to sinners, and work invested in people whom Christ 
saves and builds. Heaven's treasure chest has never been filled with the same rubbish 
earth displays in trophy cases. 

The point is not to construct some childish reward calculator where a tract equals three 
silver coins, a prayer equals half a gemstone, and a sermon gets weighed by the minute. 
God did not hand us a celestial price list. He gave us principles. The Christian should learn 
what heaven values and spend his life accordingly. Men invest in property because they 
think it will appreciate. They invest in companies because they expect growth. They insure 
houses against fire while building spiritual lives out of material guaranteed to burn. Paul 
offers a better portfolio: put your life into Christ, redemption, truth, souls, prayer, worship, 
obedience, and service done for His sake. Wall Street can crash, currencies can inflate, 
banks can close, governments can change, and termites can eat the furniture, but nobody 
has ever broken into heaven and carried away one ounce of eternal treasure. 

1. The Fire That Burns the Cheap Stuff Purifies the Valuable 

First Corinthians 3:13 says, “the fire shall try every man's work of what sort it is.” That 
means fire itself is not evidence that the work was bad. Gold goes into the fire too. Silver 
goes into the fire too. Precious stones endure the examination too. The difference lies in 
what comes out. Wood becomes ash. Hay becomes smoke. Stubble flashes and 
disappears. Gold remains. The Judgment Seat therefore does not simply expose failure; it 
vindicates faithfulness. A Christian who served Christ sincerely will not have to convince 
the Judge that his work mattered. The fire will demonstrate it. Men may have overlooked 



him for forty years. Eternity can settle his reputation in forty seconds. Heaven does not 
need earthly applause to authenticate anything God considers valuable. 

That should encourage the believer whose work seems small. The Lord does not measure 
eternal worth by earthly visibility. Zechariah 4:10 asks, “For who hath despised the day of 
small things?” That verse belongs to its own historical setting in Israel, but the principle 
harmonizes with everything Paul teaches about faithful labor. The world loves the 
spectacular because the spectacular sells tickets. God often works through things nobody 
bothers to photograph. A quiet prayer offered for a missionary can become part of a harvest 
the praying saint never sees. A tract placed into one hand can carry the Gospel farther than 
the person distributing it ever travels. A Bible lesson taught faithfully to a child can keep 
bearing fruit after the teacher's name is forgotten. Small does not mean worthless. Straw 
can fill a stadium; a diamond fits in your palm. 

The fire also means believers do not need to protect their own reputations desperately. If a 
work was truly done for Christ, Christ knows it. Hebrews 6:10 says, “For God is not 
unrighteous to forget your work and labour of love.” Men forget constantly. Churches 
forget. Families forget. Generations forget. Obituaries compress seventy years into six 
paragraphs and usually leave out the things heaven noticed most. But God does not suffer 
from failing memory. The believer who spends half his life making sure everybody knows 
what he did is spending valuable energy polishing a sign that the fire never asked to see. Do 
the work. Do it rightly. Leave the bookkeeping to God. An omniscient Judge does not need 
your scrapbook to refresh His memory. 

2. Gold – Work That Magnifies the Glory of Christ 

Gold appears throughout Scripture around things associated with divine glory and holy 
service. The ark of the covenant was overlaid with “pure gold” (Exodus 25:11). The mercy 
seat was made of “pure gold” (Exodus 25:17). The candlestick was “of pure gold” (Exodus 
25:31). Those objects belonged to Israel's tabernacle under the law, and they must not be 
confused doctrinally with the Church. But the symbolism is plain enough to furnish 
legitimate spiritual application: gold repeatedly stands near the presence, worship, and 
glory of God. When Paul names gold among materials that can survive the Judgment Seat, 
it naturally directs the heart toward work in which God receives the glory rather than man. 
Gold does not belong to the ego. It belongs near the throne. 

That means worship offered sincerely to Jesus Christ has eternal weight. Hebrews 13:15 
tells believers, “By him therefore let us offer the sacrifice of praise to God continually.” 
Praise is not filler before the preaching starts. Worship is not background music while 
everybody finds a seat. A believer praising God in pain, thanking Him under pressure, 



confessing His goodness when circumstances appear dark, and worshipping Christ 
because He is worthy is doing something the world cannot calculate. The world measures 
value by price tags. Heaven measures value by relationship to Christ. A brokenhearted 
saint whispering, “Blessed be the name of the Lord,” may be producing more gold than a 
polished religious production designed chiefly to impress spectators. Heaven has never 
confused amplification with adoration. 

Gold also points toward doctrine and service that exalt the Lord Jesus Christ Himself. 
Colossians 1:18 says, “that in all things he might have the preeminence.” There is the 
test. Did Christ have the preeminence, or was He used as a ladder for somebody else's 
importance? A ministry can talk about Christ while gradually becoming centered upon the 
minister. A preacher can begin by lifting up Jesus Christ and end by building a museum to 
himself with Bible verses hanging on the walls. Gold work refuses that theft. It points away 
from the servant to the Saviour. John the Baptist said, “He must increase, but I must 
decrease” (John 3:30). That is terrible marketing advice for the flesh and excellent building 
instruction for eternity. 

3. Silver – Work Connected With Redemption 

Silver carries one of the clearest biblical associations with redemption. Under the law, 
when Israel was numbered, Exodus 30:12 required a ransom, and verse 16 calls the silver 
“the atonement money of the children of Israel.” Again, that historical arrangement 
belongs to Israel and is not a formula for Church Age salvation. Nobody today buys 
forgiveness with silver coins. The believer's redemption is infinitely greater. First Peter 1:18-
19 says, “Forasmuch as ye know that ye were not redeemed with corruptible things, as 
silver and gold… But with the precious blood of Christ.” Silver therefore serves as a 
powerful biblical picture pointing toward redemption, while the New Testament makes 
plain that our actual redemption rests solely upon Christ's blood. 

If silver points us toward redemption, then Christian labor devoted to making redemption 
known is labor of enormous eternal significance. Paul says in Romans 1:16, “For I am not 
ashamed of the gospel of Christ: for it is the power of God unto salvation to every one 
that believeth.” Handing out a Gospel tract may appear insignificant beside building an 
institution, but heaven is interested in what the tract contains. Sitting across a table and 
explaining 1 Corinthians 15:1-4 to one sinner may never make a church newsletter, but 
redemption is being announced. Supporting a missionary, printing Scripture, teaching the 
Gospel to children, preaching Christ crucified, praying for lost souls, defending the true 
Gospel against corruption—those things are connected with what God came into this 
world to accomplish at Calvary. 



This also exposes the poverty of ministries that manage to become so sophisticated they 
are embarrassed by the Gospel. They can discuss culture, leadership, relationships, 
success, purpose, community, wellness, and fifteen other respectable subjects while 
somehow neglecting to tell sinners that Christ died for their sins, was buried, and rose 
again. That is like owning a silver mine and advertising the landscaping outside the 
entrance. Paul said, “we preach Christ crucified” (1 Corinthians 1:23). The Church does 
many legitimate things, but nothing replaces getting the Gospel to sinners. A believer who 
faithfully points men toward the blood of Jesus Christ is investing in a subject heaven never 
regards as secondary. Redemption is not one department of Christianity. It is why any 
saved man will be standing at the Judgment Seat in the first place. 

4. Precious Stones – Lives Invested in People 

Precious stones are different from bulk materials. They are small compared with piles of 
lumber or barns of hay, yet their value can be enormous. Scripture repeatedly uses jewels 
in connection with God's people. In Exodus 28, the high priest carried twelve precious 
stones upon the breastplate, each associated with the tribes of Israel. Malachi 3:17 says of 
those who feared the Lord, “And they shall be mine, saith the LORD of hosts, in that day 
when I make up my jewels.” Those passages stand within Israel's setting, but the imagery 
makes a fitting application: people matter to God. Souls are not statistics. A human being 
brought to Christ and then built up in truth is worth more than a warehouse full of religious 
props. 

Paul's own language confirms how highly he valued people in whom he had spiritually 
invested. To the Philippians he wrote, “my brethren dearly beloved and longed for, my joy 
and crown” (Philippians 4:1). To the Thessalonians he asked, “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?” (1 Thessalonians 2:19). Paul did not merely collect decisions and move on. 
He invested himself in people. He preached to them, taught them, corrected them, prayed 
for them, warned them, encouraged them, and longed for their spiritual growth. People 
were not numbers on a missionary report. They were lives in which the word of God had 
taken root. 

That changes the definition of successful ministry. A man may never build a famous 
organization, but if he faithfully leads people to Christ and strengthens believers in the 
truth, he is handling precious material. A mother teaching her children the Scriptures is 
dealing with something more valuable than marble. A pastor patiently feeding a small flock 
may be setting stones that will still shine when megachurch buildings have become parking 
lots. A believer discipling one convert may affect generations he never meets. We are often 
fascinated with structures because structures stand still long enough to photograph. God 



invests in people because people continue into eternity. Concrete cracks. Signs fade. 
Websites disappear. Human souls do not evaporate when the domain registration expires. 

5. Quiet Faithfulness Can Carry Tremendous Eternal Weight 

Jesus taught in Matthew 6 that the Father sees what is done “in secret.” In its immediate 
setting Christ is addressing Israel and exposing hypocritical religion, but the principle that 
God sees what men do not see is universal and agrees perfectly with Pauline teaching. The 
believer does not need a crowd for his service to count. Prayer offered behind a closed door 
is known in heaven. A gift given without publicity is recorded. A sacrifice made without 
announcement is not lost. The flesh hates secrecy because secrecy starves vanity. It would 
rather give ten dollars where ten people can see than a hundred where nobody knows. The 
old nature has always enjoyed receiving interest on its generosity in the currency of 
applause. 

Paul tells servants in Colossians 3:23, “And whatsoever ye do, do it heartily, as to the 
Lord, and not unto men.” That phrase transforms ordinary work. A believer does not need 
a pulpit to build eternal material. He can work honestly because Christ is his Lord. He can 
keep his word because Christ is watching. He can care for his family, serve in an unnoticed 
church position, help a struggling believer, visit someone lonely, support Gospel work, 
answer a question from Scripture, and perform a thousand other acts that never acquire a 
public audience. The world sees ordinary obedience. The Judgment Seat sees material. A 
life becomes rich in eternity not by making every deed spectacular but by making every 
deed answerable to Christ. 

That should especially encourage believers whose circumstances restrict what they can 
visibly do. Age may reduce strength. Sickness may close doors. Poverty may limit giving. 
Family responsibility may keep a believer far from a public platform. None of those things 
prevents prayer, faithfulness, worship, obedience, testimony, and devotion from carrying 
eternal value. The widow in Mark 12 put in two mites, and Christ noticed what everybody 
else would have ignored. Men saw the amount. Christ saw the sacrifice. Heaven's scales 
have always embarrassed earth's calculators. A believer who gives God what he actually 
has is better positioned than a man who spends his life explaining what he would do for 
God if God had given him somebody else's circumstances. 

6. Eternal Materials Are Produced by Abiding in Christ 

Gold, silver, and precious stones are not manufactured by religious willpower. Jesus said in 
John 15:5, “for without me ye can do nothing.” The immediate setting belongs to His 
disciples before the cross, but no Church Age believer improves upon the principle by 
imagining that spiritual fruit can be produced independently of Christ. Paul says in 



Philippians 2:13, “For it is God which worketh in you both to will and to do of his good 
pleasure.” Eternal work begins with dependence upon God. The flesh can create activity. 
The Spirit produces fruit. The flesh can build platforms. God builds men. The flesh can keep 
a calendar full. God can make one hour of surrendered obedience outweigh years of self-
directed labor. 

The word of God is central to that process. Second Timothy 3:16-17 says Scripture is given 
so “that the man of God may be perfect, throughly furnished unto all good works.” 
Notice where good works are furnished—from Scripture. A believer cannot continually 
ignore the Bible and expect to build according to God's specifications. Imagine a carpenter 
throwing away the plans and then becoming offended when the inspector objects to the 
building. Yet Christians do exactly that when they substitute enthusiasm, tradition, trends, 
feelings, or personality for the Book. Good intentions do not sanctify bad construction. The 
Judgment Seat is not grading effort with a participation ribbon. God gave us His word so our 
doctrine, worship, conduct, service, and priorities could be shaped before they face the 
fire. 

Prayer belongs there as well because prayer exposes dependence. Paul asked believers 
repeatedly to pray for him and the work of the Gospel. Colossians 4:3 says, “Withal 
praying also for us, that God would open unto us a door of utterance.” Paul had 
education, experience, courage, revelation, and apostolic authority, yet he still wanted 
prayer for an open door. Modern religious professionalism sometimes behaves as though 
enough strategy makes dependence unnecessary. Give the flesh a marketing plan, a 
microphone, and broadband internet, and it begins to think Pentecost can be replaced with 
scheduling software. Tools are useful servants and terrible gods. Eternal material is 
produced when Scripture governs the work, prayer undergirds it, the Spirit empowers it, 
and Christ receives the glory. 

7. Build Something You Will Be Glad to See Again 

First Corinthians 3:14 gives the positive outcome: “If any man's work abide which he hath 
built thereupon, he shall receive a reward.” Think about that word “abide.” The earth 
itself will not abide forever in its present form. Nations rise and fall. Fortunes move from 
one family to another. Companies disappear. Buildings become ruins. Famous names 
become trivia questions. Yet work done for Christ can abide beyond the collapse of things 
men thought permanent. That is a staggering investment opportunity. A believer can spend 
a seventy-year life accumulating things that vanish or use those same years producing 
something that meets him in eternity. Time converts into treasure depending upon what 
you do with it. 



Paul therefore says in 1 Corinthians 15:58, “be ye stedfast, unmoveable, always 
abounding in the work of the Lord.” Then he adds the reason: “forasmuch as ye know 
that your labour is not in vain in the Lord.” There is the guarantee every faithful servant 
needs. Labor “in the Lord” is never wasted. You may not see the fruit immediately. You 
may die before the harvest. Somebody else may receive credit. The person you witnessed 
to may reject the Gospel in front of you and believe later through somebody else. The child 
you taught may wander and return years after you are gone. Faithfulness does not require 
immediate evidence that faithfulness worked. Farmers understand something impatient 
Christians forget: seed spends time underground before anybody starts bragging about the 
harvest. 

The wise Christian therefore learns to ask different questions. Not merely, “Will this make 
money?” but, “Will this serve Christ?” Not merely, “Will people notice?” but, “Will this 
matter at His Judgment Seat?” Not merely, “How large can this become?” but, “What sort 
of material am I putting into it?” Those questions will rearrange priorities quickly. They may 
make a man pray when he would have entertained himself, witness when he would have 
remained silent, give when he would have accumulated, study when he would have 
scrolled, forgive when he would have nursed resentment, and serve when nobody is 
keeping score. Eternity gives ordinary decisions enormous weight. You are building every 
day whether you feel like a builder or not. 

Conclusion 

Gold, silver, and precious stones remind us that the Judgment Seat of Christ is not only a 
warning about loss. It is a promise that faithfulness matters. God intends to preserve 
something. Worship centered upon the glory of Christ matters. Labor connected with 
redemption matters. Souls reached with the Gospel and believers strengthened in truth 
matter. Quiet obedience matters. Prayer matters. Sacrifice matters. Giving matters. Truth 
matters. Christ-centered service matters. None of those things depends upon earthly 
celebrity for validation. The fire itself will reveal their substance. When wood disappears 
and hay becomes smoke, gold will not need to give a speech explaining why it survived. Its 
survival will be the testimony. 

The Christian should therefore stop thinking of earthly life as though it were the main event 
and eternity the afterparty. The opposite is nearer the truth. This life is the brief 
construction period. Eternity is where the building is inspected. James says, “For what is 
your life? It is even a vapour, that appeareth for a little time, and then vanisheth away” 
(James 4:14). A vapor is not long enough to waste. You get one mortal life in which to serve 
Christ under conditions of temptation, opposition, fatigue, sacrifice, obscurity, and faith. 
You will never again have exactly this opportunity. In glory you will worship without pain. 



Today you can worship while hurting. In glory you will know by sight. Today you can obey by 
faith. Those are investments eternity cannot duplicate. 

So build with material worth seeing again. Put Christ at the center until gold begins 
appearing in the structure. Put the Gospel into the hands and ears of sinners until 
redemption marks the work like silver. Invest yourself in people until precious stones begin 
showing where religious clutter used to be. Pray when nobody sees. Give when nobody 
announces it. Witness when there is no platform. Teach the Book. Support the Gospel. 
Love the brethren. Stand for truth. Worship Christ because He is worthy. One day the fire 
will fall upon every man's work. Lumber will become smoke, but gold will still be lying there. 
The question is not whether you are building. You are. The question is whether eternity will 
find you standing beside ashes or treasure. 

 

 

6 of 10: The Judgment Seat of Christ – “Well Done” From the Only Judge Who Matters 

Key Passage: 1 Corinthians 4:5 — “Therefore judge nothing before the time, until the 
Lord come, who both will bring to light the hidden things of darkness, and will make 
manifest the counsels of the hearts: and then shall every man have praise of God.” 

There are compliments, certificates, trophies, titles, plaques, honorary degrees, glowing 
introductions, standing ovations, and obituaries written as though the deceased never 
committed a foolish act after kindergarten. Men know how to manufacture praise. They can 
flatter a donor, celebrate a celebrity, honor a politician, decorate a preacher, and turn an 
ordinary career into a legend if enough people are willing to clap on cue. But 1 Corinthians 
4:5 points the believer toward another kind of commendation altogether: “then shall every 
man have praise of God.” That is praise from the only Judge who cannot be fooled. He 
cannot be bribed by generosity, dazzled by numbers, pressured by a committee, 
manipulated by tears, impressed by reputation, or persuaded by the testimony of 
influential friends. When Jesus Christ approves something, the verdict does not require a 
second opinion. Heaven has no appeals court above Him. 

That is the positive side of the Judgment Seat that can easily be overshadowed by all the 
warnings about fire, loss, shame, wood, hay, and stubble. Those warnings are real, and a 
Christian ought to feel their weight. But the Judgment Seat is not merely a furnace designed 
to leave believers staring at ashes. Paul also says, “If any man's work abide which he 
hath built thereupon, he shall receive a reward” (1 Corinthians 3:14). There will be 
surviving work. There will be reward. There will be praise from God. The same Christ whose 
eyes expose motive will recognize faithfulness perfectly. He will not overlook one prayer 



because nobody else heard it. He will not forget one sacrifice because nobody printed it in 
a bulletin. He will not misplace one act of obedience because the servant happened to be 
obscure. The Judge who sees everything wrong also sees everything right. 

That ought to free a believer from one of the most exhausting forms of slavery on earth—the 
need to be constantly approved by people. Men misunderstand. Men misjudge. Men forget. 
Men exaggerate. Men believe rumors. Men reward showmanship and overlook faithfulness. 
They often praise the wrong fellow because he happened to be standing nearest the 
microphone. But the Christian is not ultimately serving before a jury of men. Colossians 
3:23 says, “And whatsoever ye do, do it heartily, as to the Lord, and not unto men.” That 
one sentence can straighten the spine of a servant forgotten by the world. The local crowd 
may never know your name. The religious world may never invite you onto its platform. Your 
grave may someday have a small marker and no monument. None of that matters if Christ 
knows what you did and why you did it. 

1. The Only Commendation That Cannot Be Corrupted 

First Corinthians 4:5 ends with the remarkable statement, “and then shall every man 
have praise of God.” Paul has just warned believers not to pronounce final judgments 
“before the time.” Why? Because men do not have all the information. We see actions but 
not always motives. We hear words but do not know every counsel of the heart. We 
examine the visible portion of a man's life while entire chambers remain locked to us. 
Christ has no such limitation. When He praises, He does so with complete knowledge. He 
knows every thought behind the deed, every pressure surrounding the obedience, every 
cost hidden from spectators, every temptation resisted, and every private battle fought in 
order to remain faithful. His commendation is not polite encouragement given because He 
does not know the whole story. His praise is the verdict of Omniscience. 

Human awards can be corrupted because humans can be influenced. Give enough money 
to the right institution and somebody may put your name on a building. Know the right 
people and suddenly doors open. Develop enough popularity and committees discover 
virtues in you that somehow remained invisible before your audience grew. Men are 
remarkably talented at recognizing excellence after excellence becomes profitable to 
recognize. Christ is immune to the whole circus. Romans 2:11 says, “For there is no 
respect of persons with God.” He is not impressed by pedigree, connections, celebrity, 
denominational rank, academic letters, financial power, or the ability to fill an auditorium. 
The famous preacher and the unknown widow stand before the same eyes. The missionary 
everybody celebrated and the prayer warrior nobody noticed meet the same standard. 
Heaven does not reserve a VIP entrance for religious personalities. 



That makes divine praise infinitely more valuable than human applause. A trophy only tells 
you that somebody decided you deserved a trophy. Christ's praise tells you that perfect 
righteousness examined your service and found something worth approving. Men can 
misjudge good work and bad work. Christ cannot. Men can praise hypocrisy and condemn 
faithfulness. Christ will reverse both mistakes without breaking a sweat. A servant therefore 
ought to ask less often, “What will they think?” and more often, “What will He think?” That 
question is spiritual dynamite. It blows vanity out of the room. It makes applause less 
intoxicating and criticism less paralyzing. When the final Judge already knows the truth, 
temporary juries lose much of their power. 

2. “Well Done” Is More Than Religious Decoration 

The famous words “Well done, thou good and faithful servant” appear in Matthew 25:21 
and again in verse 23. Doctrinally, the passage belongs in the kingdom setting of the Lord's 
discourse and should not be dragged carelessly into Church Age doctrine as though every 
detail were written directly to the body of Christ. Right division keeps us from stealing 
another passage's doctrinal furniture simply because it looks good in our living room. Yet 
the phrase beautifully expresses a truth plainly established for believers elsewhere: God 
approves faithfulness, and His approval matters. Paul says the Lord will bring hidden things 
to light, expose counsels of hearts, and then there will be “praise of God” (1 Corinthians 
4:5). The principle of divine commendation is therefore beyond dispute even when the 
passages must be kept in their proper settings. 

Notice what the servant in Matthew 25 is praised for: faithfulness. That is a word modern 
Christianity ought to dust off and put back on the shelf where everybody can reach it. We 
prefer spectacular, revolutionary, influential, innovative, viral, groundbreaking, and 
successful. God keeps returning to faithful. First Corinthians 4:2 says, “Moreover it is 
required in stewards, that a man be found faithful.” It does not say famous. It does not 
say gifted above everybody else. It does not say impressive enough to draw a crowd. 
Faithfulness means the steward handled what belonged to another as the owner intended. 
That will disappoint the flesh because faithfulness sounds terribly ordinary. The flesh wants 
fireworks. God often wants somebody who will simply still be at his post when the fireworks 
have quit. 

A faithful servant may therefore look unimpressive to people who only understand 
spectacle. He may preach to the same small congregation for years. He may teach children 
whose names never appear in headlines. He may support missionaries faithfully, pray daily, 
witness consistently, live cleanly, love his family, stand by sound doctrine, and die without 
anybody producing a documentary about him. Heaven will survive the oversight. God is not 
waiting for the religious press to send Him a press release. What matters is whether the 



servant was faithful with what God actually gave him. A man can be famous for 
accomplishing somebody else's assignment in his imagination while neglecting his own. 
Better to do quietly what God put in your hand than loudly advertise what He never asked 
you to touch. 

3. The Audience of One Changes the Way a Man Serves 

Colossians 3:23-24 says, “And whatsoever ye do, do it heartily, as to the Lord, and not 
unto men; Knowing that of the Lord ye shall receive the reward of the inheritance: for 
ye serve the Lord Christ.” There is the entire Christian work ethic in a few lines. “As to the 
Lord.” That phrase takes a broom, a Bible lesson, a business transaction, a meal prepared 
for a family, a tract handed to a stranger, a check written to Gospel work, a sermon 
preached to twenty people, and a prayer whispered at two in the morning and places them 
all beneath the eyes of Christ. The action does not have to be glamorous. It has to be His. A 
believer who understands that can serve with the same integrity when nobody watches 
because the One who matters is never absent. 

Serving “not unto men” does not mean becoming careless about people. It means people 
are not the final master whose approval controls the work. That distinction matters 
because men are unstable employers when paid in praise. Please them today and they may 
celebrate you. Tell them a truth they dislike tomorrow and yesterday's hero becomes 
today's problem. Paul understood this when he wrote, “for if I yet pleased men, I should 
not be the servant of Christ” (Galatians 1:10). A Christian whose ministry depends upon 
applause will eventually adjust the ministry to protect the applause. The crowd becomes a 
leash. The servant begins checking faces before checking Scripture. Once that happens, he 
may still have a platform, but Christ is no longer the only One giving orders. 

Serving before an audience of One also changes how criticism is handled. Not all criticism 
is wrong. Proverbs teaches that wise men receive correction, and a believer should never 
use “I serve God” as a shield against legitimate rebuke. But false criticism loses some of its 
sting when a man knows the Judge sees the record. Paul said in 1 Corinthians 4:3, “with 
me it is a very small thing that I should be judged of you, or of man's judgment.” He did 
not say human evaluation had no place; he said it was not final. A servant who knows 
Christ sees the whole case does not have to spend his life chasing every accusation 
through town with a bucket and mop. Truth has a final appointment with the Judge. 

4. Hidden Service Is Not Hidden From Christ 

Matthew 6 repeatedly speaks of the Father who “seeth in secret.” The doctrinal setting 
must be respected, but the truth that God sees hidden devotion agrees perfectly with 
Pauline doctrine. Hebrews 6:10 says, “For God is not unrighteous to forget your work 



and labour of love.” Forgetfulness belongs to men, not God. Men forget the faithful nursery 
worker, the older saint who prayed for missionaries for decades, the unknown believer who 
quietly paid another family's bill, the Christian who stayed late cleaning after everybody 
else left, the person who gave away Scripture without telling a soul, the mother who taught 
her children the Book year after year. God forgets none of it. Heaven's archives do not lose 
files. 

That is especially important because much of the best Christian service cannot be 
photographed. Prayer is often private. Intercession is invisible. Resisting temptation leaves 
no trophy. Forgiving someone who wronged you does not produce a plaque. Refusing 
dishonest money can actually make you look less successful. Staying faithful in an obscure 
place may never impress anybody outside the place. Yet 1 Corinthians 4:5 says Christ will 
“bring to light the hidden things.” We usually hear that phrase and think only of hidden 
sin, but the context moves toward “praise of God.” Hidden faithfulness comes into the 
light too. Some believers whom earth considered ordinary may look very different when 
Christ turns the lights on. 

Think what that means for the believer who has served for years without visible recognition. 
You do not need to hire a publicity department for heaven. God already knows. You do not 
need to engrave your own name into every good deed so eternity can identify the donor. 
God already knows. You do not need to become bitter because another person received 
credit for something you helped accomplish. God already knows. The flesh screams, “Tell 
them what you did!” Faith whispers, “He saw it.” Those are two different masters. One 
keeps a man agitated, announcing himself continually. The other allows him to work quietly 
and sleep. When the Judge has perfect records, self-advertisement becomes an expensive 
hobby. 

5. Earthly Praise Is Often Paid Too Early 

Jesus warned in Matthew 6 about hypocrites who performed religious acts “that they may 
have glory of men.” Three times in that chapter the Lord says, “They have their reward.” 
Again, the sermon belongs in its proper kingdom setting, but the principle exposes a danger 
that appears everywhere in Scripture: seeking man's applause can become the payment a 
person wanted all along. If recognition is the motive, recognition is the wage. The tragedy is 
how cheap the wage is. A few compliments, a round of applause, a name on a plaque, and 
perhaps a photograph hanging in a hallway nobody looks at after twenty years. That is a 
miserable exchange if eternal reward was available. 

John 12:43 says of certain rulers, “For they loved the praise of men more than the praise 
of God.” That verse ought to be printed across the door of every room where religious 



ambition gathers. The problem was not merely that they enjoyed praise. The problem was 
which praise they loved more. There is the contest. Every servant will eventually decide 
whose approval carries greater weight. If man's praise outweighs God's, compromise 
becomes predictable. You soften what offends the crowd, emphasize what flatters the 
crowd, hide what might cost you position, and learn how to keep the room comfortable. 
Before long, the servant has become a salesman and the Bible has become merchandise. 

Earthly praise also expires astonishingly fast. The same crowd that shouted “Hosanna” 
around Christ's entry into Jerusalem did not establish a permanent standard of public 
loyalty. Human opinion changes with the wind because crowds are made of fallen men. 
Today's celebrated name becomes tomorrow's forgotten footnote. Libraries discard books. 
Buildings are renamed. Statues come down. Institutions change leadership. Families lose 
track of ancestors only a few generations back. Yet Christians still spend precious years 
trying to nail their reputation to a world God says is passing away. What a business plan. 
Better to seek the praise that does not depend upon memory, fashion, politics, 
denominational mood, or popular taste. Christ does not forget a faithful servant when the 
generation changes. 

6. Praise From Christ Requires Truth, Not Performance 

Second Corinthians 10:18 says, “For not he that commendeth himself is approved, but 
whom the Lord commendeth.” Self-commendation is one of the easiest jobs in religion. A 
man writes his own ministry description, chooses his best numbers, selects his best 
photographs, quotes his best reviews, and then marvels at how impressive the evidence 
looks. Naturally. He built the display case. But the Lord's commendation comes from 
outside the man's own advertising department. It cannot be manufactured. You can fool 
supporters, boards, congregations, publishers, followers, friends, and sometimes even 
yourself. You cannot fool Christ. His approval requires reality. 

That is why doctrine matters. Christ will not praise falsehood because it was preached 
sincerely. Sincerity cannot transubstantiate error into truth. A man can be passionately 
wrong and merely arrive at the wrong destination sweating. Second Timothy 2:15 
commands, “Study to shew thyself approved unto God.” Notice the direction: “unto 
God.” The servant handles “the word of truth” correctly because God's approval matters. 
That means faithfully preaching what the Bible says even when the truth costs something. 
It means refusing to bend doctrine for friendship, money, reputation, denominational 
peace, or cultural acceptance. A lie wrapped in religious sincerity is still a lie. The only 
Judge who matters happens to be the Author of the Book, so altering His words for 
applause is a particularly poor strategy. 



Character matters as well. Paul writes in 2 Timothy 2:5, “And if a man also strive for 
masteries, yet is he not crowned, except he strive lawfully.” God is interested in how the 
work is done, not merely whether something visible was accomplished. You cannot cheat 
your way into an incorruptible reward. You cannot dishonor Christ privately and expect 
public ministry to cancel the account. The Lord is not dazzled by giftedness while holiness 
dies behind the curtain. He sees backstage. He sees the hotel room, the bank account, the 
private conversation, the hidden compromise, the neglected family, the secret bitterness. A 
ministry performance may fool the audience. The Judge has a backstage pass. 

7. What Christ Praises Will Outlast Every Human Verdict 

Paul says in 1 Corinthians 3:14, “If any man's work abide which he hath built thereupon, 
he shall receive a reward.” There is something almost breathtaking about the word 
“abide.” Human praise does not abide. Human institutions do not abide. Human fame 
certainly does not abide. But something accomplished in a weak mortal body can pass 
through divine examination and still be standing afterward. When Christ praises what 
remained, that commendation belongs to eternity. No newspaper can retract it. No critic 
can revise it. No jealous rival can diminish it. The reward rests upon the judgment of One 
whose opinion cannot be overturned because His opinion is truth. 

Paul lived with that future verdict in mind. Near the end he wrote, “I have fought a good 
fight, I have finished my course, I have kept the faith” (2 Timothy 4:7). Notice he does not 
claim to have finished everybody's course. He finished “my course.” Then he says, 
“Henceforth there is laid up for me a crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the 
righteous judge, shall give me at that day” (2 Timothy 4:8). There is the Judge again, and 
Paul deliberately calls Him “righteous.” He will not misjudge the race. He will not hand the 
crown to the wrong runner. He will not need video replay. The One giving the reward knows 
every mile. 

That ought to put tremendous courage into a believer facing opposition. If Christ is the final 
Judge, then misunderstanding is temporary. Ridicule is temporary. Neglect is temporary. 
Being passed over is temporary. Having credit stolen is temporary. Even being falsely 
condemned by men is temporary. None of those things possesses jurisdiction over the 
Judgment Seat. The believer does not have to become cold toward people; he simply has to 
keep human opinion in its proper court. Men can issue temporary rulings. Christ issues the 
final one. When those rulings conflict, eternity will not spend one second debating which 
verdict belongs in the record. 

Conclusion 



The positive side of the Judgment Seat is glorious: “then shall every man have praise of 
God” (1 Corinthians 4:5). That is not cheap flattery from heaven. God does not flatter. 
Christ does not exaggerate. The Judge does not hand out compliments because He feels 
awkward leaving somebody empty-handed. Whatever praise comes from Him will be 
perfectly deserved according to His own righteous evaluation of service. Imagine the 
weight of that. The One who knows every weakness still recognizes faithfulness. The One 
who saw every unseen sacrifice remembers it. The One whose blood purchased the 
believer acknowledges what that believer did with the life that followed salvation. One word 
of genuine divine approval will outweigh a lifetime of applause from people who never 
knew the whole story. 

So stop living as though earthly recognition were oxygen. You can survive without it. Serve 
Christ when people notice and when they do not. Tell the truth when they clap and when 
they frown. Pray when nobody hears. Give when nobody engraves your name. Witness 
when there is no camera. Study when nobody is impressed. Stay faithful when somebody 
else gets the opportunity you wanted. Let another man have the platform if God gave you 
the prayer closet. Let another name appear on the program if Christ knows yours. A 
believer who has learned to live before the eyes of Jesus Christ has escaped one of the 
flesh's most humiliating cages: the need to keep rattling the bars until somebody looks 
over. 

One day the applause of earth will be gone. The trophies will tarnish, the certificates will 
yellow, the plaques will gather dust, the titles will belong to dead men, and the glowing 
obituaries will be buried under newer news. Then the Christian will stand before the Lord 
Jesus Christ, where no reputation can hide failure and no obscurity can hide faithfulness. 
The question will not be whether everybody knew your name. The question will be whether 
you were faithful to His. And if the righteous Judge finds that which He can commend, all 
the world's forgotten applause will seem like rain tapping on a roof you left behind. There is 
praise, and then there is “praise of God.” Spend your life for the only one that will still 
matter when the accounting is finished. 

 

 

7 of 10: The Judgment Seat of Christ – Saved, but Suffering Loss 

Key Passage: 1 Corinthians 3:15 — “If any man's work shall be burned, he shall suffer 
loss: but he himself shall be saved; yet so as by fire.” 

There are some verses men would gladly sand smooth if God had left them unfinished, and 
1 Corinthians 3:15 is one of them. The Holy Ghost does not say the careless believer will 



merely feel disappointed for a moment, receive the same reward as everybody else, and 
then join the heavenly celebration as though nothing mattered. He says, “he shall suffer 
loss.” Those words are addressed to a man who remains saved. The same verse that 
guarantees his security announces his loss. That combination ruins two false systems at 
once. It ruins the system that says a failing Christian can lose salvation, because “he 
himself shall be saved.” It also ruins the system that says a saved Christian can live 
however he pleases without meaningful consequence, because “he shall suffer loss.” 
Grace keeps the man out of hell. Grace does not turn a wasted life into a profitable one. 

The Judgment Seat of Christ therefore cannot be reduced to one enormous heavenly 
participation ceremony where every believer receives identical applause merely for having 
arrived. Salvation is indeed a gift, completely free, purchased by Christ, received by faith, 
secured by His finished work, and untouched by human merit. Reward is another matter. 
Paul says, “If any man's work abide which he hath built thereupon, he shall receive a 
reward” (1 Corinthians 3:14). Then he immediately gives the alternative: “If any man's 
work shall be burned, he shall suffer loss” (1 Corinthians 3:15). One man's work abides; 
another man's work burns. One receives reward; another suffers loss. If every Christian 
ends with the same result, Paul's language becomes decorative nonsense. God did not 
inspire warnings so theologians could turn them into wallpaper. 

That reality should sober the believer without pushing him into fear of damnation. The 
Judge is the Saviour who secured him. The fire does not determine whether the believer 
belongs to Christ; it determines what of the believer's work belongs in eternity. A Christian 
can therefore possess everlasting life and still lose opportunities, rewards, crowns, 
commendation, and things that might have been his had he served Christ faithfully. He can 
arrive safely while watching years vanish in smoke. That is not a contradiction. A rescued 
man can reach shore alive after losing every piece of cargo aboard the ship. Salvation 
answers the question, “Will I be there?” The Judgment Seat answers another question: 
“What will remain when I get there?” Those are very different questions, and a wise 
Christian learns not to confuse the ticket with the treasure. 

1. “He Shall Suffer Loss” Means Exactly What It Says 

The first thing to do with the phrase “he shall suffer loss” is resist the religious instinct to 
explain it away. Loss means loss. There is something that could have been gained, 
retained, received, or enjoyed that is not there because the work failed the examination. 
First Corinthians 3:14-15 gives the contrast plainly enough for anybody willing to read it. If 
the work abides, “he shall receive a reward.” If the work burns, “he shall suffer loss.” 
Reward and loss stand opposite each other. The believer's salvation is not placed on either 
side of that equation because the verse separately states, “he himself shall be saved.” 



Eternal life is secure; reward is conditional. A man who cannot keep those categories 
separate will spend the rest of his theology chasing his own tail. 

Second John 8 strengthens the warning: “Look to yourselves, that we lose not those 
things which we have wrought, but that we receive a full reward.” There is a full reward, 
and therefore something less than a full reward is possible. John does not tell believers to 
look to themselves because eternal life is slipping through their fingers. Eternal life rests in 
Christ. He warns them because Christian labor can fail to reach its intended reward. A 
farmer may own the farm securely and still lose the harvest through negligence. Ownership 
and yield are not the same thing. So it is spiritually. The believer belongs to Christ, but what 
he produces with his life can still come to nothing. Security of relationship does not 
guarantee success of stewardship. 

This is where lazy theology becomes dangerous. Some believers hear “once saved, always 
saved” and translate it into “once saved, always rewarded,” though no such verse exists. 
Eternal security is one of the strongest incentives to holy service when rightly understood 
because the man who knows he is saved knows he is serving from love, not terror. But the 
flesh loves to turn freedom into a recliner. It says, “If heaven is settled, why strain 
yourself?” Paul answers, because reward is not settled. Because service matters. Because 
crowns can be missed. Because labor can burn. Because Christ deserves more than a 
saved life spent mostly entertaining itself. Eternal security removes hell from the believer's 
future; it does not remove accountability from his calendar. 

2. Salvation Is Secure While Reward Is Conditional 

Paul's own testimony makes the distinction unmistakable. In 1 Corinthians 9:24 he says, 
“So run, that ye may obtain.” He is talking about striving for an incorruptible crown. Then 
he says, “I therefore so run, not as uncertainly; so fight I, not as one that beateth the 
air” (1 Corinthians 9:26). Paul did not treat the Christian race like a recreational stroll 
where everybody gets the same ribbon regardless of whether they trained, ran, quit, 
wandered off the track, or sat under a tree eating lunch. He disciplined himself because 
there was something to obtain. If reward were automatic, Paul's self-denial would be 
theatrics. Instead, he understood that salvation is free while crowns are connected with 
faithful Christian living. 

Second Timothy 2:5 adds, “And if a man also strive for masteries, yet is he not crowned, 
except he strive lawfully.” Notice the man strives, yet the crown is not automatic merely 
because he participated. The manner of striving matters. He must strive lawfully. God is not 
handing out crowns to religious activity that ignored His rules, contradicted His word, 
glorified self, or served false doctrine. A preacher can run hard and still run outside the 



lane. A Christian can work himself half to death doing things Christ never asked him to do. 
Religious exhaustion is not a sacrament. Sweat does not convert disobedience into 
obedience. The Judge is not impressed by how tired a man became while traveling the 
wrong road. 

Revelation 3:11 records the Lord saying, “hold that fast which thou hast, that no man 
take thy crown.” The immediate setting of the seven churches must be handled with its 
proper prophetic and dispensational distinctions, but the warning agrees with the wider 
scriptural truth that crowns are not meaningless ornaments distributed without regard to 
faithfulness. Something valuable can be forfeited. That is why Scripture tells men to hold 
fast, run to obtain, strive lawfully, and look to themselves that they receive a full reward. 
God has apparently never subscribed to the modern theory that effort, obedience, and 
faithfulness are offensive words. Heaven is gracious enough to save a man freely and 
righteous enough to judge what he did afterward. 

3. Shame at His Coming Is a Biblical Possibility 

First John 2:28 gives a warning that polite religion usually reads too quickly: “And now, 
little children, abide in him; that, when he shall appear, we may have confidence, and 
not be ashamed before him at his coming.” There are two possibilities in that verse—
confidence and shame. John would not place them side by side if shame were impossible. 
The believer is not told he might be cast into hell at Christ's coming. He is warned that his 
condition and conduct can affect whether he meets the Lord with confidence or shame. 
Salvation secures his presence. Faithfulness affects the character of that meeting. A son 
does not cease being a son because he is ashamed when his father walks into the room 
and catches him wasting what he was entrusted with. 

The word “ashamed” ought to be allowed to sting. Modern preaching sometimes tries to 
anesthetize every uncomfortable word in Scripture until the Christian life sounds like a 
seminar on personal affirmation. God did not write the Bible to protect our self-esteem 
from conviction. Shame is appropriate when a believer sees what he could have done for 
Christ and compares it with what he actually did. Imagine standing before the One who 
was scourged, mocked, pierced, crucified, buried, and raised for you, then watching thirty 
years of self-centered Christian living turn into smoke. No psychologist will be standing 
nearby to explain that you should feel proud of your journey. The Judge will be there, the fire 
will be there, and the truth will be there. Truth has a way of making excuses suddenly look 
small. 

Yet shame at the Judgment Seat must not be confused with eternal despair. Scripture does 
not teach that redeemed saints spend eternity in misery. Revelation 21:4 ultimately speaks 



of God wiping away all tears in the eternal state. But the existence of ultimate joy does not 
cancel a real moment of accounting. A graduation can be joyful even while one student 
regrets courses he failed. A homecoming can be glorious while a soldier still knows 
opportunities were missed. We should not flatten every future experience into one 
emotional note merely because eternity is blessed. The Judgment Seat is serious because 
God says it is serious. If temporary shame were meaningless, the Holy Ghost would not 
warn believers to avoid it. 

4. Nakedness and Clothing Carry Serious Biblical Imagery 

Scripture often uses clothing to represent righteousness, honor, purity, or condition before 
God. Revelation 19:8 says concerning the Lamb's wife, “And to her was granted that she 
should be arrayed in fine linen, clean and white: for the fine linen is the righteousness 
of saints.” That verse belongs in its prophetic setting and should not be reduced to a 
simplistic reward chart where every stitch is assigned to a particular deed. But the imagery 
matters. God deliberately associates clean linen with righteous acts or righteousness 
connected with saints. Clothing in Scripture is not random decoration. It repeatedly carries 
moral and spiritual significance, and a careful believer should pay attention when future 
passages speak in those terms. 

Likewise, Revelation 3:18 warns of “the shame of thy nakedness.” Again, the passage 
addresses Laodicea within the prophetic structure of Revelation's churches, and it would 
be reckless to build an entire doctrine of Church Age reward clothing from one phrase. But 
it would be equally foolish to pretend the imagery says nothing. Scripture can speak of 
nakedness as shame and clothing as honor without giving us permission to invent details 
God did not reveal. The wise position is neither speculation nor dismissal. Where the Bible 
draws the outline, keep the outline. Where it stops drawing, put down the pencil. Religious 
imagination has painted enough murals in the blank spaces already. 

The larger point remains firm even when exact mechanics remain unrevealed: the future 
condition of saints is presented with meaningful differences in reward, crown, praise, 
confidence, and loss. Scripture refuses the idea that everything collapses into identical 
experience immediately upon arrival. There are crowns to receive, crowns to guard, 
rewards to gain, rewards to lose, praise from God, and shame to avoid. A Christian does not 
need every detail diagrammed to take the warning seriously. If a physician tells you a 
certain habit will cost you something valuable, you do not need a forty-page pathology 
report before you stop. God has told us enough. The Judgment Seat is not heavenly trivia. It 
is the divine evaluation of a life purchased by blood. 

5. The Greatest Loss May Be Seeing What Might Have Been 



There is a kind of loss worse than losing something you once possessed: discovering what 
you could have possessed if you had not wasted the opportunity. Scripture speaks often of 
stewardship because stewardship contains that possibility. Romans 14:12 says, “So then 
every one of us shall give account of himself to God.” An account compares what was 
entrusted with what was done. Time was entrusted. Truth was entrusted. Opportunities 
were entrusted. Money, health, influence, spiritual gifts, access to Scripture, opportunities 
to witness, and doors to serve were entrusted. The Judgment Seat brings those things 
under divine evaluation. The believer will not be measured against somebody else's 
opportunities. He will answer for his own. That eliminates jealousy and removes excuses in 
one stroke. 

Think of the horror of seeing wasted years in their true value. Youth spent entirely upon self. 
Money consumed on things that vanished. Opportunities to witness avoided because 
embarrassment felt larger than eternity. Hours fed to entertainment while a Bible gathered 
dust ten feet away. Prayer neglected because the flesh preferred sleep. Family spiritual 
leadership postponed until children grew old enough to notice the hypocrisy. Service 
refused because nobody offered the desired position. None of those moments announces 
itself as a future loss while it is happening. Waste usually arrives dressed as something 
harmless. It is one more evening, one more purchase, one more excuse, one more silence, 
one more delay. Then years assemble the receipts. 

Ephesians 5:16 says, “Redeeming the time, because the days are evil.” Time must be 
redeemed because it is always being spent. Nobody saves an hour. You spend every hour 
whether wisely or foolishly. The Christian who says, “I will get serious later,” is making a 
purchase with currency he cannot verify he still possesses. James 4:14 calls life “a vapour, 
that appeareth for a little time, and then vanisheth away.” A vapor is a strange thing to 
invest entirely in comfort. The Judgment Seat will reveal whether a believer treated his short 
life as seed for eternity or confetti for the present. What might have been may prove heavier 
than what was. 

6. Lot Shows How Much a Saved Man Can Leave Behind 

Lot remains one of Scripture's most sobering examples of a righteous man whose earthly 
choices produced catastrophic loss. Second Peter 2:7 calls him “just Lot,” and verse 8 
calls him “that righteous man.” God settles the question of his spiritual identity. Yet 
Genesis shows him gravitating toward Sodom until Sodom becomes his address, his 
environment, and the place where his family is deeply entangled. When judgment comes, 
Lot escapes because God is merciful, but nearly everything he invested in that world 
remains behind. His property disappears. His influence collapses. His family is devastated. 



His testimony has become so weak that his sons-in-law think he is joking when he warns 
them of judgment. 

Genesis 19:14 says “he seemed as one that mocked unto his sons in law.” What a 
funeral sermon for a compromised testimony. Lot knew judgment was coming, yet when he 
finally spoke urgently, nobody took him seriously. Years of living near Sodom had 
apparently taught his family not to expect such preaching from him. That is the danger of 
waiting until crisis to become spiritual. Your children can tell when Bible convictions are 
furniture brought out only for emergencies. A man cannot spend twenty years laughing at 
Sodom's values and expect his household to tremble the first night he announces fire from 
heaven. Testimony is built slowly and can be squandered cheaply. 

Lot does not establish the Pauline doctrine of the Judgment Seat, but he pictures a 
principle that fits 1 Corinthians 3:15 with frightening clarity: a righteous man can escape 
while much of what surrounded his earthly life goes up in smoke. He got out, but he carried 
little out with him. That should haunt any Christian investing everything in a world already 
marked for destruction. Houses burn. Businesses close. Accounts transfer. Collections are 
auctioned. Careers end. Platforms disappear. The only sensible question is what survives 
beyond the wreckage. Lot reminds us that being delivered from judgment is not the same 
as having lived wisely before judgment arrived. Grace can rescue a foolish man without 
endorsing the foolishness that left him empty-handed. 

7. The Warning Is Meant to Change How We Live Now 

The purpose of Judgment Seat doctrine is not to give Christians something interesting to 
discuss after prophecy conferences. God reveals future accountability so present conduct 
will change. Second Corinthians 5:9 says, “Wherefore we labour, that, whether present 
or absent, we may be accepted of him.” Then verse 10 gives the reason: “For we must all 
appear before the judgment seat of Christ.” Paul connects labor now with appearance 
then. Doctrine that never changes conduct has been admired instead of believed. A man 
can memorize every chart showing the Judgment Seat and still live like a fool if the chart 
never reaches his calendar, wallet, tongue, body, priorities, and prayer life. 

The right response is not panic but preparation. First Corinthians 11:31 says, “For if we 
would judge ourselves, we should not be judged.” In its immediate context Paul speaks 
of chastening connected with the Lord's supper, but the wisdom of self-examination 
applies broadly. Deal with waste now. Confess pride now. Repair neglected responsibilities 
now. Start witnessing now. Open the Bible now. Pray now. Give now. Forgive now. Serve 
now. The most useless word in a wasted Christian life is “someday.” Someday is where 



good intentions go to die. Obedience lives in today. You cannot change yesterday's ashes, 
but you can decide what material goes onto the foundation this morning. 

And stop measuring your life by somebody else's visible success. The Judgment Seat is 
personal. “Every man's work” shall be tried (1 Corinthians 3:13). You do not need 
somebody else's ministry, income, audience, opportunity, or gift to become faithful. You 
need to use what God put in your hand. The widow's mites mattered because they 
represented faithfulness within her circumstances. Paul finished “my course” (2 Timothy 
4:7), not another man's. A Christian wastes enormous time envying tools he was never 
assigned while leaving his own tools rusting in the shed. God will not ask why you failed to 
become somebody else. He will ask what you did with the life He gave you. 

Conclusion 

“He shall suffer loss.” Those four words belong in Christian theology exactly where God 
put them. They protect us from turning grace into carelessness. Right beside them stand 
the words that protect eternal security: “but he himself shall be saved.” There is the 
whole balance. Saved, yet suffering loss. Secure, yet accountable. Accepted in Christ, yet 
examined for service. Eternally redeemed, yet capable of wasting temporal opportunity. 
The Bible has no difficulty holding both truths, and neither should we. The man who 
destroys security to preserve accountability has mangled grace. The man who destroys 
accountability to preserve security has mangled stewardship. Paul preserves both without 
apology. 

Heaven will be glorious because Christ is there, but the road into that glory includes a real 
accounting for the believer's work. There can be crowns, praise, reward, confidence, and 
surviving treasure. There can also be burned work, forfeited reward, shame, and loss. 
Scripture does not reveal every detail of how those realities will be experienced, and we 
should not fabricate blueprints where God gave only outlines. But what He revealed is 
enough to make procrastination look foolish. A saved man should not need hell behind him 
as a threat when he has Christ before him as a Judge and Saviour. Love ought to 
accomplish what fear never could. The cross should make obedience reasonable, and the 
Judgment Seat should make delay expensive. 

So live now in a way that gives the fire less to take from you. Spend yourself on what 
survives. Put your time into Scripture, prayer, Gospel witness, truth, worship, family 
faithfulness, Christian service, generosity, holiness, and the glory of Jesus Christ. Let this 
world keep its cardboard trophies and temporary applause. You are headed toward an 
examination where motives will be uncovered, works will be tested, and excuses will lose 
their voice. Salvation will still stand because Christ finished that work. The question is what 



of your work will stand beside it. One day there will be no more time to build, no more 
opportunity to repair, and no more chance to redeem a wasted hour. The believer will be 
saved. The tragedy would be discovering how much else did not have to be lost. 

 

 

8 of 10: The Judgment Seat of Christ – Five Crowns Worth Running For 

Key Passage: 1 Corinthians 9:24-25 — “Know ye not that they which run in a race run 
all, but one receiveth the prize? So run, that ye may obtain. And every man that 
striveth for the mastery is temperate in all things. Now they do it to obtain a 
corruptible crown; but we an incorruptible.” 

Paul never described the Christian life as a lawn chair beside the track. He described a 
race. He described striving. He described temperance. He described a prize. And then he 
drove the point home with four words modern Christianity could stand to paint over every 
church refrigerator and fellowship-hall dessert table: “So run, that ye may obtain.” That 
does not sound like everybody gets exactly the same thing for showing up. Salvation is not 
the prize at the end of the race; salvation is the gift that puts the believer into the race. 
Eternal life is received by faith in the finished work of Jesus Christ. Crowns are another 
matter. Crowns belong to reward, service, discipline, endurance, stewardship, and 
faithfulness. The blood gets the sinner home. The Christian life determines what kind of 
account the saved man gives when he gets there. Confusing those two things either turns 
grace into wages or turns Christian service into recess. 

The New Testament does not speak vaguely about reward as though God simply plans to 
hand out unidentified heavenly souvenirs after the Judgment Seat. It names crowns and 
connects them with identifiable areas of faithfulness. There is an incorruptible crown 
connected with disciplined Christian running. There is a crown of rejoicing connected with 
souls and spiritual fruit. There is a crown of righteousness connected with loving Christ's 
appearing. There is a crown of life connected with enduring trial and temptation faithfully. 
There is a crown of glory connected particularly with faithful shepherding of God's flock. 
These crowns are not costume jewelry for redeemed egos. Heaven is not holding a beauty 
pageant for Christians who finally get a chance to show off. The crowns represent the 
righteous approval of the Lord Jesus Christ upon specific faithfulness in a believer's earthly 
stewardship. 

That means crowns should affect how we live now. Paul did not mention an incorruptible 
crown and then return to spiritual loafing. He said, “I therefore so run, not as uncertainly; 
so fight I, not as one that beateth the air” (1 Corinthians 9:26). He had direction. He had 



discipline. He had something worth obtaining. Too much modern Christianity runs like a 
three-legged picnic race where everybody laughs, falls over, gets ice cream, and receives a 
ribbon because nobody wants little Johnny to discover that Scripture contains words like 
striving, obtaining, losing, and reward. Paul was not playing field day. He knew the race 
would end at the Judgment Seat. The question was not whether Christ had saved him. The 
question was whether the saved man would finish his course like somebody who 
understood what the finish line meant. 

1. Crowns Belong to Reward, Not Salvation 

The first doctrinal distinction must remain nailed down or everything after it becomes 
crooked. Crowns do not purchase salvation, preserve salvation, complete salvation, or 
prove that Christ's blood needed assistance. Ephesians 2:8-9 says, “For by grace are ye 
saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God: Not of works, lest 
any man should boast.” Salvation is a gift. A crown is a reward. Gifts and rewards are not 
synonyms, and a man who treats them as synonyms has managed to turn elementary 
English into theological fog. Christ saves sinners on the basis of His work. Christ rewards 
saints according to their work. The foundation is Jesus Christ; what the believer builds 
upon the foundation is what comes under examination. 

That distinction appears clearly in 1 Corinthians 3:14-15. “If any man's work abide which 
he hath built thereupon, he shall receive a reward.” Then, “If any man's work shall be 
burned, he shall suffer loss: but he himself shall be saved.” There is the entire reward 
doctrine in miniature. Reward can be received. Reward can be lost. The believer remains 
saved. Therefore crowns cannot represent degrees of justification, quantities of 
forgiveness, or different percentages of eternal security. They belong to the accounting of 
stewardship. God is not deciding whether the blood was enough. He is deciding what the 
saved man did after discovering that the blood was enough. Calvary settles sonship. The 
Judgment Seat settles reward. 

This truth destroys the ridiculous idea that teaching rewards somehow undermines grace. 
The opposite is true. Rewards only make sense once salvation is free. If the believer were 
working to keep himself out of hell, there would be no meaningful distinction between 
service and self-preservation. But because eternal life is already secure in Christ, genuine 
Christian service can flow from gratitude, love, obedience, and desire for the Lord's 
approval. A runner who is afraid the race determines whether he remains in the family is 
running the wrong race. Paul ran because he belonged to Christ and wanted to finish well. 
Grace does not remove the track. Grace puts the runner on it without charging admission. 

2. The Incorruptible Crown – Running With Discipline 



First Corinthians 9:25 gives the first crown plainly: “Now they do it to obtain a corruptible 
crown; but we an incorruptible.” Paul reaches into the athletic world and points to 
competitors who disciplined their bodies for a fading prize. Ancient athletes denied 
themselves comforts, trained, conditioned, watched what they consumed, and organized 
life around competition because they wanted a crown that would eventually wither. Paul 
says the Christian has something better. The earthly athlete sweats for something 
perishable. The Christian runs for something incorruptible. If men can discipline 
themselves for a trophy that gathers dust, a paycheck that gets spent, or a medal their 
grandchildren eventually sell at an estate auction, surely a believer can exercise discipline 
for eternity. 

Paul immediately applies the illustration personally: “But I keep under my body, and bring 
it into subjection” (1 Corinthians 9:27). Notice which one is supposed to be in charge. 
Paul did not let his body issue orders while his spirit took minutes at the meeting. The body 
said sleep; duty sometimes said rise. Appetite said indulge; discipline said no. Flesh said 
avoid discomfort; service said go. Paul understood that the body is a useful servant and a 
miserable master. Modern culture practically worships bodily appetite as revelation. If you 
want it, express it. If you feel it, obey it. If denial hurts, call denial unhealthy. Paul would 
have ruined the seminar. He said, in effect, put the flesh on a leash before it drags your 
Christian life through the ditch. 

Temperance therefore belongs to Christian maturity. “Every man that striveth for the 
mastery is temperate in all things” (1 Corinthians 9:25). Not some things. All things. Food 
can rule a man. Entertainment can rule him. Sleep can rule him. Money can rule him. Lust 
can rule him. Social approval can rule him. Hobbies can rule him. Even lawful pleasures 
can become unlawful masters when they begin deciding whether obedience happens. 
Temperance is not ascetic misery. It is refusing to let a temporary appetite outrank an 
eternal calling. A man who cannot tell himself no will eventually tell God no. The 
incorruptible crown belongs in the vocabulary of believers willing to bring the lower thing 
under the higher thing. 

3. The Crown of Rejoicing – Souls That Follow You Home 

Paul writes in 1 Thessalonians 2:19, “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?” Then verse 20 
says, “For ye are our glory and joy.” Paul's crown of rejoicing was connected with people. 
Not buildings. Not programs. Not publishing statistics. Not religious trophies. People whom 
the Gospel had reached through his labor. When Paul looked toward Christ's coming, he 
did not imagine standing there beside a ministry headquarters with his name engraved over 



the entrance. He imagined believers standing in the presence of Christ. Souls mattered 
because souls continue into eternity. 

That should restore some sanity to evangelism. Proverbs 11:30 says, “he that winneth 
souls is wise.” Church Age salvation comes through the Gospel Paul defines in 1 
Corinthians 15:1-4—the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Every saved 
believer possesses that message. You may not be able to preach to five thousand people, 
but you can speak to one. You may never cross an ocean, but you can cross a street. You 
may not have a theological degree, but you can tell a sinner what Christ did. Christianity 
has developed a strange habit of holding seminars on outreach for people who have not 
spoken to a lost man in six months. Eventually somebody ought to close the notebook and 
knock on a door. 

The crown of rejoicing also reminds us that soul winning is more than obtaining a verbal 
decision and adding a number to a report. Paul loved the converts. He taught them, warned 
them, encouraged them, corrected them, prayed for them, and wanted them established in 
truth. In Galatians 4:19 he wrote, “My little children, of whom I travail in birth again until 
Christ be formed in you.” That is not drive-by evangelism. The New Testament pattern is to 
preach Christ, see men saved, and then build believers through the word of God. Souls are 
not notches on a Bible cover. They are people for whom Christ died. The rejoicing comes 
not merely from having spoken but from seeing spiritual fruit standing with you “in the 
presence of our Lord Jesus Christ at his coming.” 

4. The Crown of Righteousness – Loving His Appearing 

Near the end of his life Paul wrote, “Henceforth there is laid up for me a crown of 
righteousness” (2 Timothy 4:8). Then he broadens the promise: “and not to me only, but 
unto all them also that love his appearing.” That crown is attached to a particular 
affection—the believer loves the appearing of Jesus Christ. He is not merely aware of 
prophetic doctrine. He loves the Person who is coming. A man can know charts, dates, 
dispensations, kingdoms, beasts, horns, seals, trumpets, and every argument in a 
prophetic debate while possessing a heart more excited about dinner than seeing Christ. 
Information is not affection. Paul wanted the Lord Himself. 

Loving His appearing also changes present conduct. First John 3:2 says, “we know that, 
when he shall appear, we shall be like him; for we shall see him as he is.” Verse 3 adds, 
“And every man that hath this hope in him purifieth himself, even as he is pure.” 
Biblical hope does something. It does not merely produce conferences. It produces 
purification. If a believer genuinely expects Christ, he begins to ask whether what he is 
doing belongs in the life of somebody about to meet Him. The imminent expectation of the 



Lord has a way of making some entertainment look cheaper, some grudges look sillier, 
some ambitions look smaller, and some neglected duties look urgent. 

Paul finished 2 Timothy 4 with the consciousness of a completed course: “I have fought a 
good fight, I have finished my course, I have kept the faith” (verse 7). Then came the 
crown. There is an order there. He did not love Christ's appearing because he wanted 
escape from responsibility; he loved Christ's appearing while finishing responsibility. Some 
people use prophecy like a man waiting for a bus so he can avoid mowing the lawn. “Jesus 
may come, so why build, serve, witness, study, sacrifice, or plan?” Paul taught the 
opposite. Because Christ is coming, finish the course. Loving the appearing should put fuel 
in the engine, not sugar in the gas tank. 

5. The Crown of Life – Faithful Under Trial 

James 1:12 says, “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.” 
The immediate wording connects this crown with enduring temptation and proving faithful 
under trial. Scripture does not portray Christian faithfulness as something tested only in 
pleasant weather. Anybody can praise God when the refrigerator is full, the doctor smiles, 
the bills are paid, the children behave, the church agrees, and everybody likes you. Trial 
exposes whether devotion was rooted in Christ or merely attached to convenience. Storms 
do not create foundations. They reveal them. 

Revelation 2:10 also contains the words, “be thou faithful unto death, and I will give thee 
a crown of life.” That passage stands in its own prophetic setting in the message to 
Smyrna, so it should not be carelessly flattened into Pauline Church Age doctrine without 
distinction. Yet it harmonizes with the scriptural connection between the crown of life and 
fidelity under severe testing. The point is not that suffering earns salvation. Christ saves. 
The point is that enduring faithfulness under pressure matters to God. Persecution, 
temptation, illness, rejection, financial hardship, betrayal, loneliness, and spiritual 
opposition can become furnaces in which love for Christ is proved genuine. 

A crown connected with endurance ought to change the way Christians interpret difficulty. 
Not every trial is punishment. Not every hard road means you missed God's will. Paul 
served God and was beaten, imprisoned, shipwrecked, rejected, and eventually executed. 
Modern Christianity sometimes reacts to inconvenience as though heaven accidentally 
shipped somebody else's package to our address. Scripture says trials can produce 
patience, maturity, faith, and reward when endured rightly. A believer may lose comfort and 
gain something incorruptible. Earth calls the trial a setback because earth measures 
convenience. Heaven may call it opportunity because heaven measures faithfulness. 



6. The Crown of Glory – Feeding the Flock Without Fleecing It 

First Peter 5:2 gives pastors and elders their assignment: “Feed the flock of God which is 
among you, taking the oversight thereof.” Then Peter warns against serving “for filthy 
lucre” and against being “lords over God's heritage” (verses 2-3). Finally comes the 
promise: “And when the chief Shepherd shall appear, ye shall receive a crown of glory 
that fadeth not away” (verse 4). This crown has particular connection with faithful 
shepherding. The pastor is an under-shepherd. Jesus Christ is “the chief Shepherd.” That 
single title ought to cure clerical dictatorship. The sheep do not belong to the preacher. 
They belong to Christ. 

Feeding the flock means giving them the word of God, not entertaining them into spiritual 
malnutrition. Jesus told Peter, “Feed my sheep” (John 21:16). A shepherd who spends 
forty years giving the flock motivational snacks while the Bible sits unopened has not 
improved the menu. Paul told Timothy, “Preach the word” (2 Timothy 4:2). That means 
doctrine, correction, reproof, exhortation, rightly divided truth, warning, comfort, and the 
whole counsel of God. Sheep need food, not fog machines. They need Scripture, not a 
personality cult. A congregation can be enormous and starving at the same time. Numbers 
prove attendance; they do not prove nourishment. 

Peter's warning against filthy lucre and lording over the flock makes the crown even more 
searching. Ministry can become a profession in which sheep are treated as donors, 
customers, voters, followers, or stepping stones toward a larger platform. Christ sees 
through it. The faithful shepherd loves the sheep enough to feed them truth when truth is 
unpopular, protect them from wolves, correct error, bear burdens, pray, study, and remain 
accountable to the Chief Shepherd. The crown of glory is not promised merely because a 
man owned a pulpit and printed “Pastor” before his name. A title may impress the 
directory. Christ examines the shepherding. 

7. Crowns Are Meant to Be Obtained, Guarded, and Ultimately Laid Before Christ 

Paul's language about crowns is active. “So run, that ye may obtain” (1 Corinthians 9:24). 
Second Timothy 2:5 says a man is “not crowned, except he strive lawfully.” Revelation 
3:11 says, “hold that fast which thou hast, that no man take thy crown.” Again, each 
passage must be handled within its doctrinal setting, but together they destroy the lazy 
assumption that crowns are automatic accessories issued with salvation. Scripture speaks 
of obtaining, striving, holding fast, and being crowned. God could have written, “Relax, 
everybody gets everything.” He did not. Evidently the Holy Ghost was not consulting the 
self-esteem curriculum. 



Yet crowns are not given so redeemed men can spend eternity comparing jewelry. 
Revelation 4:10 shows the twenty-four elders falling before God and casting their crowns 
before the throne, saying, “Thou art worthy, O Lord, to receive glory and honour and 
power” (verse 11). Whatever precise representative and prophetic details belong to that 
scene, the picture is magnificent: reward becomes worship. What Christ gives ultimately 
returns to His glory. The crown is not a monument to human greatness. It is evidence that 
grace produced something worth laying at the feet of the One who made all faithful service 
possible. 

That should purify the motive for seeking reward. There is nothing carnal about wanting 
what Scripture tells you to obtain when your ultimate desire is to please Christ. Paul 
wanted a crown. He said so. The problem is not desiring reward; the problem is desiring 
reward as a platform for self-glory. Biblical reward intensifies worship because the believer 
knows Who supplied the salvation, strength, opportunity, truth, Spirit, and grace behind 
every faithful work. The runner receives the crown from Christ and has still another reason 
to say, “Thou art worthy.” Grace begins the race, sustains the runner, brings him home, and 
then rewards what grace enabled him to do. Only God could design an economy that 
generous. 

Conclusion 

Five crowns place five great questions before the believer. Did you discipline yourself and 
run so as to obtain? Did you carry the Gospel to people and invest in souls who will stand in 
Christ's presence? Did you love the appearing of the Lord Jesus Christ enough for that hope 
to purify your life? Did you endure temptation and trial with faithfulness instead of throwing 
down the sword when the weather changed? If God entrusted you with His flock, did you 
feed the sheep or merely use them? Those are not theoretical questions. They reach into 
appetites, calendars, conversations, prayer lives, pulpits, budgets, suffering, witness, 
doctrine, and daily obedience. Crowns make eternity practical. 

None of this threatens salvation by grace. The believer who has trusted Jesus Christ is 
saved by the finished work of the Saviour, not by collecting crowns. But once saved, he has 
entered a race in which faithfulness matters. Paul was not embarrassed to say “So run, 
that ye may obtain.” He did not consider reward doctrine selfish, legalistic, or immature. 
He considered it part of the Christian life. Modern religion sometimes wants eternal 
security without exertion, assurance without accountability, and reward without running. 
Paul would hand that theology a pair of shoes and point toward the track. 

So run. Run when nobody applauds. Run when the body wants comfort. Run when the 
Gospel is rejected. Run when Christ's coming is mocked. Run when temptation bites. Run 



when trial lasts longer than you expected. Run when feeding sheep becomes thankless. 
Run lawfully, run faithfully, run looking toward Christ, and run remembering that the finish 
line is not a funeral home. It is the Judgment Seat of Jesus Christ. There the race will be 
evaluated by the righteous Judge. There corruptible trophies will look like cheap carnival 
prizes beside an incorruptible crown. And there the Christian who understood the race will 
discover that no mile run for Christ was ever wasted. 

 

 

9 of 10: The Judgment Seat of Christ – Crowns, Stewardship, and Reigning With Christ 

Key Passage: 2 Timothy 2:11-13 — “It is a faithful saying: For if we be dead with him, we 
shall also live with him: If we suffer, we shall also reign with him: if we deny him, he 
also will deny us: If we believe not, yet he abideth faithful: he cannot deny himself.” 

The Judgment Seat of Christ is not an awards table sitting at the edge of eternity with no 
connection to anything that follows. Scripture presents reward, crowns, stewardship, 
authority, judgment, and reigning in a way that makes the believer's present life look 
considerably more important than the average Christian imagines. We are not merely 
passing time until somebody rings the celestial dinner bell. Paul says, “If we suffer, we 
shall also reign with him” (2 Timothy 2:12). First Corinthians says the saints will “judge 
the world” and “judge angels” (1 Corinthians 6:2-3). Those are not descriptions of 
redeemed people floating indefinitely through clouds while polishing harps. They speak of 
responsibility under the Lord Jesus Christ. Salvation gets the sinner into Christ by grace. 
Faithfulness concerns what the saved man does after he gets there. The two must never be 
confused, but neither should they be divorced as though Christian stewardship has no 
future consequence. 

That distinction is essential because the flesh has two favorite ways to ruin reward 
doctrine. One crowd turns future reward into another form of salvation by works, as though 
Christ saved the sinner halfway and the believer must earn the rest of eternity with good 
behavior. The other crowd sees the error and runs into the opposite ditch, declaring that 
since salvation is free, every saved believer must receive essentially the same outcome 
regardless of faithfulness. Paul refuses both errors. Eternal life is “the gift of God” 
(Romans 6:23). Reward is connected with labor. Crowns are connected with faithfulness. 
Reigning is connected with suffering and endurance. The foundation is free because Christ 
paid for it. What gets built upon the foundation is examined because the builder is 
responsible. Grace gives you the kingdom of God's Son as home; grace does not make 
stewardship meaningless. 



The Judgment Seat therefore stands like an accounting desk between present stewardship 
and future service. What a believer does with his little handful of years in a mortal body 
may have consequences reaching far beyond his funeral. We think seventy or eighty years 
is a long time because we have never lived outside a clock. Eternity will make our longest 
earthly career look like a lunch break. Yet God allows decisions made inside that brief 
vapor to matter afterward. A believer may use money, ability, suffering, opportunity, truth, 
influence, time, and spiritual gifts faithfully and discover that Christ entrusts him with 
more. Another may spend the same years chasing comfort and discover that he saved his 
life for himself only to arrive in eternity with very little to show for it. Earth calls that 
freedom. Heaven may call it poor stewardship. 

1. Eternal Life Is a Gift, but Stewardship Is Accountable 

Romans 6:23 draws the first line: “the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our 
Lord.” A gift is not wages. You do not work for a gift or it ceases to be a gift. Romans 4:5 
says God “justifieth the ungodly” who believes. Ephesians 2:8-9 says salvation is “not of 
works.” No crown, city, throne, office, position, sacrifice, suffering, or act of service 
contributes one drop to the blood that saves the sinner. The believer's acceptance rests in 
Jesus Christ. If a man starts teaching that reigning with Christ is necessary to prove 
whether Christ actually saved him, he has taken a doctrine of reward and driven it straight 
through the Gospel like a truck through a storefront. 

But once saved, the believer becomes a steward. First Corinthians 4:2 says, “Moreover it 
is required in stewards, that a man be found faithful.” A steward manages what belongs 
to another. His time is not finally his. His body is not finally his. His money, abilities, 
opportunities, influence, ministry, and spiritual gifts are entrusted property. First 
Corinthians 6:19-20 says, “ye are not your own” because “ye are bought with a price.” 
Modern man worships autonomy. The Christian begins by admitting he was purchased. 
That makes stewardship unavoidable. A purchased servant cannot honestly say, “Nobody 
tells me what to do with my life.” Somebody already owns the deed, and His name is Jesus 
Christ. 

That is why the Judgment Seat is an accounting rather than another salvation trial. Romans 
14:12 says, “So then every one of us shall give account of himself to God.” An account 
deals with what was entrusted and what became of it. Did truth produce obedience? Did 
opportunity produce service? Did money produce generosity? Did suffering produce 
endurance? Did influence produce Gospel witness? Did knowledge produce faithfulness or 
merely pride? A steward can own nothing and still be responsible for everything placed in 
his hands. The believer belongs to Christ completely, and therefore the details of his life 



matter. Grace did not cancel the account book. Grace changed the account from “How will 
I be saved?” to “What did I do because I was saved?” 

2. Faithfulness Now Prepares a Servant for Responsibility Later 

Jesus repeatedly used stewardship language in His teaching about the kingdom. In Luke 
19, a nobleman gives servants money and later returns to reckon with them. One faithful 
servant hears, “Well, thou good servant: because thou hast been faithful in a very little, 
have thou authority over ten cities” (Luke 19:17). Another receives authority over five 
cities. The doctrinal setting of that parable belongs to Israel and the coming kingdom and 
should not be carelessly pasted over Pauline Church doctrine. But the principle is 
unmistakable: demonstrated faithfulness precedes enlarged responsibility. God does not 
train stewards by giving responsibility to people who proved they despised responsibility. 

That principle appears everywhere in ordinary life because it originates in divine wisdom. A 
sensible employer does not hand the company treasury to the employee who loses the 
petty cash. A general does not put ten thousand soldiers under a man who refuses to obey 
orders over ten. A father does not hand the keys to the whole estate to the child who 
wrecked everything previously entrusted to him. Yet Christians sometimes imagine Christ 
will return and treat decades of carelessness as ideal preparation for ruling responsibility. 
We would never manage a grocery store that foolishly, but somehow people picture the 
King of kings doing it with His kingdom. Scripture presents something far more orderly. 

The Christian life is therefore training, not merely waiting. Faithfulness in small things 
matters because small things reveal character. Jesus said, “He that is faithful in that 
which is least is faithful also in much” (Luke 16:10). Again, that statement stands in its 
own setting, but the wisdom is universal. A believer waiting for a “big opportunity” while 
neglecting the little ones has already demonstrated what he would probably do with the big 
one. Pray faithfully now. Handle money honestly now. Serve your local church now. Study 
Scripture now. Keep your word now. Witness now. A man who cannot govern his tongue 
should not spend much time daydreaming about governing cities. 

3. The Saints Are Destined for Real Authority Under Christ 

First Corinthians 6 gives Church Age believers one of the clearest statements about future 
responsibility: “Do ye not know that the saints shall judge the world?” (1 Corinthians 
6:2). Then Paul goes farther: “Know ye not that we shall judge angels?” (verse 3). Paul 
uses that future reality to rebuke believers who could not settle comparatively minor 
matters among themselves. His argument depends upon the fact that their future includes 
judgment and authority. He does not say, “Someday you will have nothing more serious to 
do than sit beside the river of life.” He says people destined to judge the world ought to 



develop enough spiritual sense to handle present responsibilities without behaving like 
unsaved men in a courthouse. 

That destroys the cartoon version of heaven handed down through sentimental religion. 
Scripture does not present eternity as endless inactivity. Service continues. Revelation 
22:3 says, “his servants shall serve him.” Verse 5 says, “they shall reign for ever and 
ever.” There is work without curse, responsibility without corruption, authority without 
selfish ambition, and service without fatigue. Sin has taught us to associate authority with 
abuse, work with weariness, and government with incompetence. Christ's kingdom will 
correct all three. A perfect King does not need campaign slogans, opinion polls, lobbyists, 
emergency spin rooms, or consultants explaining why another failed program was secretly 
a tremendous success. His rule is righteous because He is righteous. 

The believer's future is therefore larger than personal comfort. We will certainly rejoice in 
Christ, fellowship with the redeemed, worship God, and enjoy His presence. But Scripture's 
language of judging, reigning, serving, crowns, reward, and authority tells us there is 
governmental purpose in God's eternal program. The Church is not God's retirement 
community. It is Christ's body and bride, redeemed for His glory and destined to participate 
in what He accomplishes. When Paul tells believers they shall judge angels, he is not filling 
space between more important doctrines. He is telling spiritually childish Corinthians to 
start living like people with a serious future. 

4. “If We Suffer, We Shall Also Reign With Him” 

Second Timothy 2:12 says, “If we suffer, we shall also reign with him.” There is plainly a 
connection between endurance now and reigning then. Paul does not say suffering 
purchases eternal life. The preceding verse says, “For if we be dead with him, we shall 
also live with him,” and verse 13 gives the security behind Christ's faithfulness: “If we 
believe not, yet he abideth faithful: he cannot deny himself.” The believer is part of 
Christ's body, and Christ does not amputate His members every time one stumbles. But 
Paul still places a conditional statement over reigning. A saved man can be eternally secure 
while losing something connected with faithful service. First Corinthians 3 already 
established that principle beyond dispute. 

Suffering tests whether the servant loves Christ more than comfort. It is easy to volunteer 
for a kingdom when service costs nothing. The test comes when truth costs friendship, 
witness costs reputation, obedience costs money, holiness costs pleasure, or ministry 
costs sleep. Paul did not learn reigning theology from an air-conditioned lecture hall while 
sipping coffee between sessions. He learned it while chained, beaten, hunted, rejected, 
and eventually awaiting execution. Yet near the end he could write, “I have fought a good 



fight, I have finished my course, I have kept the faith” (2 Timothy 4:7). The man had scars 
because he had a course, not because God forgot to protect him. 

Modern Christianity often treats hardship like proof that something went wrong. Paul 
treated hardship faithfully endured as part of the road. Romans 8:17 says believers are 
“heirs of God, and joint-heirs with Christ; if so be that we suffer with him, that we may 
be also glorified together.” Again, salvation itself is not purchased through personal 
suffering. Christ alone paid for sin. But Scripture refuses to separate Christian glory from 
Christian endurance as completely as the comfort-loving flesh would prefer. Everybody 
wants resurrection morning; fewer volunteer for Friday afternoon. Everybody likes the 
crown; the cross has fewer applicants. God does not confuse inconvenience with 
persecution, but neither does He confuse comfort with faithfulness. 

5. Present Decisions May Affect Future Authority 

Luke 19's servants received differing authority: ten cities, five cities, and in the case of the 
unprofitable servant, loss of what had been entrusted. Again, the parable belongs to its 
kingdom context and should not be converted into a mathematical Church Age reward 
chart. Scripture never says, “One hundred Gospel tracts equal two cities,” and anybody 
producing such a chart should probably put the calculator down and reopen the Bible. But 
the passage demonstrates a kingdom principle that harmonizes with Paul's reward 
doctrine: Christ knows how to distinguish levels of faithfulness and assign responsibility 
righteously. 

First Corinthians 3 likewise presents different outcomes among saved men. One receives 
reward because his work abides. Another suffers loss because his work burns. If the 
Judgment Seat produced no meaningful difference afterward, the words “reward” and 
“loss” would be theatrical props. God does not threaten imaginary loss or promise 
meaningless reward. Whatever the full scope of future distinctions proves to be, Scripture 
tells us enough to know that the believer's present stewardship is not disconnected from 
his future. The Judgment Seat does not erase the record. It evaluates it. 

This should make ordinary decisions look larger. A believer may think faithfulness in some 
unnoticed duty means little because nobody applauds it today. But God is training servants 
for a world we have not yet seen. Joseph learned administration in Potiphar's house and a 
prison before governing Egypt. David learned courage with sheep before standing before 
Goliath and eventually ruling Israel. Those historical examples are not direct Church Age 
reward formulas, but they reveal God's repeated pattern: private faithfulness precedes 
public responsibility. Heaven is not desperate for experienced politicians. Christ can train 



rulers in prayer closets, kitchens, workplaces, churches, hospital rooms, and obscure acts 
of obedience. 

6. Crowns Are Signs of Approval, Not Toys for Heavenly Vanity 

The crowns discussed throughout the New Testament belong naturally beside this doctrine 
of future stewardship. Paul speaks of the incorruptible crown, the crown of rejoicing, the 
crown of righteousness, and other passages speak of the crown of life and crown of glory. 
These are not heavenly fashion accessories so redeemed men can compare accessories 
after supper. Crowns in Scripture are associated with honor, victory, authority, and 
recognized faithfulness. They come from Christ and therefore say something about His 
evaluation, not merely the believer's decoration. 

Revelation 4 gives the powerful picture of twenty-four elders casting crowns before God's 
throne and saying, “Thou art worthy, O Lord, to receive glory and honour and power” 
(Revelation 4:11). Whatever full representative significance those elders possess, the 
scene gives the proper spiritual direction of reward: what comes from God returns to God's 
glory. Reward does not inflate redeemed pride; it gives redeemed men something to lay 
before the One who made faithfulness possible. If a crown makes a man think mainly about 
himself, he has misunderstood the crown before receiving it. 

Crowns and authority therefore belong under Christ, never beside Him. Revelation calls 
Him “KING OF KINGS, AND LORD OF LORDS” (Revelation 19:16). Any authority saints 
possess is delegated authority. Any throne beneath His exists because the supreme throne 
permits it. Any judgment saints exercise will operate under His righteousness. Nobody in 
Christ's kingdom will be campaigning against the King, forming an opposition party, leaking 
palace memos, or explaining on television why divine law needs modernization. Reigning 
with Christ means exactly that—with Christ. His word governs. His glory dominates. His 
authority establishes every lesser authority. The saint does not graduate beyond 
submission; he finally discovers what perfect submission looks like. 

7. A Short Earthly Life Can Cast a Long Eternal Shadow 

James 4:14 asks, “For what is your life? It is even a vapour, that appeareth for a little 
time, and then vanisheth away.” A vapor seems almost too brief to carry eternal 
consequence, yet Scripture repeatedly connects present faithfulness with future reward. 
That makes the Christian life one of the strangest investments imaginable: temporary time 
can produce enduring treasure. A few decades of obedience can matter beyond centuries. 
One mortal body can be used to serve the everlasting King. A short opportunity to suffer 
faithfully can connect with reigning. A brief window to witness can produce souls who live 
eternally. Earthly life is small by duration and enormous by consequence. 



That should embarrass the believer who says he has nothing important to do. If you belong 
to Christ, your ordinary life is already situated inside an eternal program. You do not need 
celebrity to become significant. You need faithfulness. The mother teaching Scripture to 
children, the father leading his home, the elderly saint praying for missionaries, the young 
believer refusing compromise, the employee working honestly, the preacher feeding a 
small flock, the Christian quietly supporting Gospel work—all are handling material 
eternity can use. The flesh wants importance to arrive wearing a uniform and blowing a 
trumpet. God often sends it wearing work clothes. 

The funeral therefore does not close the believer's story. It closes the earthly stewardship 
period. The account follows. Reward follows. Christ's kingdom follows. Service follows. 
Reigning follows. Eternity follows. Men spend their lives preparing for twenty years of 
retirement and five minutes of obituary recognition while barely preparing for an existence 
that never ends. That is financial planning by a goldfish. The wise believer reverses the 
scale. Use temporary things for eternal ends. Spend money that will disappear on work that 
will not. Spend time that cannot be recovered on truth that cannot die. Spend strength that 
will fade serving a King whose kingdom has no sunset. 

Conclusion 

The Judgment Seat of Christ is therefore not merely the conclusion of Christian service; it is 
the evaluation that stands between stewardship now and whatever Christ entrusts 
afterward. Salvation remains completely free. Eternal life is the gift of God. No believer 
earns sonship, resurrection, justification, or entrance into glory by faithful service. But the 
New Testament plainly refuses to make service meaningless. There are crowns, rewards, 
loss, praise, judgment, stewardship, authority, and reigning. God distinguishes between the 
gift He gives freely and the reward He gives righteously. That distinction preserves grace 
while giving Christian living the seriousness it deserves. 

The believer should therefore stop treating ordinary faithfulness as though it disappears 
into empty space. The prayer offered today may belong to training for eternity. The 
temptation resisted today may belong to training for eternity. The truth preached when 
unpopular, the money given when unnoticed, the suffering endured without abandoning 
Christ, the family led faithfully, the Gospel spoken to one sinner, the local church served 
without applause—all of it stands beneath a future evaluation. We do not know every detail 
of how Christ will assign responsibility, and Scripture does not authorize us to invent a 
heavenly civil-service chart. But we know enough. “If we suffer, we shall also reign with 
him.” “The saints shall judge the world.” Those statements are not fog. 



So treat this little vapor like training for a kingdom. Be faithful when the assignment seems 
small. Be obedient when nobody notices. Learn to govern yourself before dreaming of 
governing anything else. Keep your body under subjection. Keep your doctrine clean. Keep 
your word. Keep serving. Keep suffering faithfully when suffering comes. Keep looking for 
the appearing of the King. One day Christ will close the earthly account, and the believer 
will discover that eternity is far more active, ordered, purposeful, and glorious than the 
sentimental harp-and-cloud cartoons ever suggested. The funeral is not retirement. The 
Judgment Seat is not graduation into idleness. The King is coming, His kingdom is real, and 
the servant who was faithful with a little may find that Christ has far more for him to do than 
he ever imagined. 

 

 

10 of 10: The Judgment Seat of Christ – What Will Be Left When Your Life Goes Through 
the Fire? 

Key Passage: 1 Corinthians 3:13-15 — “Every man's work shall be made manifest: for 
the day shall declare it, because it shall be revealed by fire; and the fire shall try every 
man's work of what sort it is. If any man's work abide which he hath built thereupon, 
he shall receive a reward. If any man's work shall be burned, he shall suffer loss: but 
he himself shall be saved; yet so as by fire.” 

There comes a point when doctrine has to get out of the notebook and walk into the life. A 
man can explain the Judgment Seat of Christ, distinguish it from the Great White Throne, 
name the crowns, define the rewards, discuss wood, hay, stubble, gold, silver, and 
precious stones, and still live as though Jesus Christ will never inspect one hour of his 
earthly existence. That is not understanding the doctrine; that is collecting information 
about a fire while stacking kindling in the living room. First Corinthians 3 does not exist 
merely to make prophecy charts more interesting. It exists because “every man's work 
shall be made manifest.” The day will declare it. The fire will try it. The work will either 
abide or burn. Eventually every Christian theory about his own usefulness will be replaced 
by Christ's verdict, and His verdict will not need revision. 

So the final question in this series is painfully personal: what have you actually done 
because you love Jesus Christ? Not because somebody paid you. Not because people 
applauded. Not because a church expected it. Not because it looked good on a résumé. 
Not because a title was attached to it. Not because somebody might notice your sacrifice 
and mention it publicly. What have you surrendered because He was worthy? What have 
you endured because He asked you to stand? What have you given when nobody knew? 



What truth have you preached when silence would have been easier? What sin have you 
refused because His holiness mattered more than your appetite? What burden have you 
carried in prayer because somebody needed help and only God knew you were carrying it? 
Those questions strip the wallpaper off religious performance and expose the studs 
underneath. 

Every believer is spending a life that cannot be replaced. The clock is not storing unused 
minutes for later. Yesterday is gone with everything you did or failed to do inside it. 
Eventually the final sermon will be preached, the final prayer prayed, the final offering 
given, the final tract handed out, the final temptation resisted or surrendered to, the final 
opportunity accepted or ignored. Then the tools go down. The structure is finished. Nothing 
more gets added. And that completed life is carried into the presence of Jesus Christ. 
Some believers will see gold shining where flame only made it brighter. Others will watch 
smoke rise from things they spent forty years calling important. Salvation settles whether 
the Christian gets home. The Judgment Seat reveals what he brought home with him. 

1. Your Life Is Already Under Construction 

Paul says, “But let every man take heed how he buildeth thereupon” (1 Corinthians 
3:10). That command assumes construction is already happening. The Christian life is not 
an empty lot waiting for some future burst of seriousness. Every day lays material onto the 
foundation. Your habits are building. Your priorities are building. Your prayers or lack of 
them are building. Your use of money is building. Your treatment of family is building. Your 
doctrine is building. Your witness is building. Your private thought life is building. Even 
neglect builds something, though it usually resembles a shed nobody wants to inspect. You 
are not waiting to begin your legacy before Christ. You began the moment salvation placed 
you on the foundation of Jesus Christ. Every day since then has brought another load of 
material to the site. 

That ought to kill the fantasy that one dramatic act of service near the end can 
automatically compensate for decades of waste. God certainly can use a believer mightily 
late in life, and His grace is generous toward repentant saints who wake up after years of 
foolishness. But nobody should plan to waste forty years and become faithful at forty-one 
as though tomorrow had already signed the contract. James 4:14 says, “For what is your 
life? It is even a vapour.” Vapors do not negotiate extensions. A Christian who keeps 
saying, “Someday I will get serious,” is spending today's timber while promising God 
tomorrow's gold. That is a strange business arrangement considering tomorrow may never 
arrive. 



The command is therefore “take heed how he buildeth.” Not merely whether he builds. 
How. A carpenter who ignores the plans cannot appeal to sincerity when the roof 
collapses. A builder who uses rotten lumber cannot demand approval because he worked 
hard installing it. Effort matters, but effort under truth matters more. The word of God 
supplies the pattern. The Spirit supplies power. Christ supplies the purpose. The believer 
supplies yielded obedience. When those things are replaced by ego, ambition, laziness, 
tradition, or fleshly cleverness, the structure may still rise impressively. But the Judgment 
Seat is not a building inspector fooled by fresh paint over termite damage. 

2. The Fire Will Expose What Earthly Success Concealed 

First Corinthians 3:13 says, “the fire shall try every man's work of what sort it is.” Earth 
judges appearances because earth has limited eyesight. Christ judges substance. A 
ministry can look successful because people came, money flowed, buildings expanded, 
invitations multiplied, books sold, and applause arrived on schedule. None of those things 
automatically proves anything about eternal value. Judas had access to the best earthly 
ministry environment imaginable and still went out into darkness. Demas traveled with 
Paul and later loved “this present world” (2 Timothy 4:10). Visible association with 
spiritual things has never guaranteed spiritual profit. The Judgment Seat strips the label off 
the package and examines what was actually inside. 

There are also works that earth scarcely notices but heaven may value greatly. A believer 
sitting beside a hospital bed reading Scripture to someone who cannot repay him may be 
laying down better material than a man addressing thousands for applause. A widow 
praying faithfully for missionaries may be contributing to eternal fruit no conference ever 
credits to her. A father opening the Bible with his children night after night may affect 
generations he will never meet. Heaven's bookkeeping embarrasses man's publicity 
department because God records things cameras miss. The world builds monuments to 
visibility. God sees faithfulness in closets, kitchens, nursing homes, prison cells, little 
churches, anonymous gifts, whispered prayers, and conversations nobody else heard. 

The fire therefore becomes the great equalizer. It does not ask whether men called the work 
impressive. It asks what sort it was. Gold does not become wood because nobody 
applauded it. Hay does not become gold because everybody did. A thousand compliments 
cannot fireproof stubble. One act of hidden obedience does not become worthless 
because no one took a picture. When the flames rise, publicity loses its job. The Judge will 
not consult popularity charts, social numbers, denominational honors, academic 
credentials, or a funeral program written by relatives. He will look at the work itself, and 
what Christ calls valuable will remain valuable after every human opinion has burned away. 



3. Motive Will Matter When the Cosmetics Come Off 

First Corinthians 4:5 says Christ “will make manifest the counsels of the hearts.” That is 
where the Judgment Seat gets uncomfortable for religious professionals and ordinary 
Christians alike. Two people can perform the same outward act for entirely different 
reasons. One gives because he loves Christ; another gives because recognition makes him 
feel important. One preaches because souls need truth; another preaches because being 
heard scratches an itch in the ego. One serves because duty calls; another serves because 
a title came with the assignment. Men see identical deeds. Christ sees different engines 
driving them. The Judgment Seat does not merely inspect what came out of your hands. It 
traces the work back through the machinery and asks what moved the gears. 

This is why 1 Corinthians 13 is so severe. Paul says a man can speak magnificently, 
understand mysteries, possess remarkable faith, give away his goods, even surrender his 
body, and still end with “nothing” if the inward spiritual reality is absent. That passage 
should terrify any Christian who assumes sacrifice guarantees approval. It does not. You 
can make an enormous sacrifice for an enormous ego. You can labor until exhaustion 
because your identity depends upon being indispensable. You can serve loudly so no one 
forgets you served. The flesh is remarkably willing to become religious as long as religion 
gives it a larger mirror. 

The cure is not paralysis or endless suspicion of every motive. The cure is the love of Christ. 
Second Corinthians 5:14 says, “For the love of Christ constraineth us.” There is an 
engine that can survive inspection. Christ loved us, died for us, rose for us, saved us, 
sealed us, and gave us eternal life. Therefore we live “not henceforth unto themselves, 
but unto him which died for them, and rose again” (2 Corinthians 5:15). That sentence 
cuts through a warehouse of religious vanity. Not unto themselves. That is the issue. 
Christian service becomes valuable when self moves off the throne and Christ becomes 
the reason. 

4. What Did You Do That Cost You Something? 

David once said, “neither will I offer burnt offerings unto the LORD my God of that 
which doth cost me nothing” (2 Samuel 24:24). The passage belongs to Israel under the 
Old Testament economy, but the principle has sharp teeth for every believer who 
understands sacrifice. Genuine devotion usually costs something. Time costs. Prayer costs 
sleep. Giving costs what the money might otherwise purchase. Witnessing can cost 
embarrassment. Truth can cost friendship. Holiness can cost pleasure. Faithfulness can 
cost advancement. Forgiveness can cost pride. Endurance can cost comfort. A Christianity 
that never costs anything may be exactly as valuable as the believer's investment in it. 



Paul knew cost. He lists stripes, imprisonments, beatings, shipwrecks, perils, hunger, 
thirst, cold, weariness, and care for the churches in 2 Corinthians 11. He did not endure 
those things to purchase salvation. Christ had already settled that. He endured because 
Christ was worth serving. Near the end he could say, “I have fought a good fight, I have 
finished my course, I have kept the faith” (2 Timothy 4:7). That is not the testimony of a 
man who treated Christianity like a pleasant hobby squeezed between more important 
appointments. Paul spent himself. He did not spend himself foolishly for ego; he spent 
himself on the course God had given him. 

The question is not whether every believer must suffer exactly as Paul did. God assigns 
different circumstances. The question is whether your devotion ever overrules 
convenience. If you only pray when rested, give when comfortable, witness when safe, 
serve when thanked, obey when easy, stand when popular, forgive when the other person 
deserves it, and sacrifice when nothing valuable must be surrendered, your Christianity 
has been engineered to protect the flesh. The flesh is happy to serve Jesus Christ as long as 
Jesus Christ agrees never to interfere with the schedule. But a Lord who never gets to say 
no to you is not functioning as your Lord. Cost does not create value by itself, but genuine 
love eventually proves willing to pay one. 

5. Neglected Opportunities Will Not Come Back for a Second Visit 

Ephesians 5:16 says, “Redeeming the time, because the days are evil.” Time must be 
redeemed because time is always escaping. Money can be lost and earned again. Property 
can be destroyed and rebuilt. Health can sometimes decline and recover. But an hour gone 
is gone with military finality. You will never relive this morning. You will never be the exact 
age you were yesterday. You will never again meet certain people under the circumstances 
in which you met them today. That makes procrastination one of the devil's cheapest tools. 
He does not always have to convince a Christian to reject obedience. Sometimes he only 
needs to whisper, “Later.” 

Later is where countless unwritten books, unspoken witnesses, unprayed prayers, ungiven 
gifts, unfinished ministries, neglected children, unanswered calls, unresolved conflicts, 
and unused opportunities are buried. The Christian imagines tomorrow is a warehouse full 
of spare time. Tomorrow arrives carrying its own assignments. Then another tomorrow 
comes. Suddenly the child is grown, the neighbor moved, the health changed, the parent 
died, the opportunity closed, and the believer discovers that delayed obedience often 
becomes permanent disobedience without ever holding a formal meeting to announce the 
change. Nothing dramatic happened. The door simply shut while everybody was planning 
to walk through it later. 



The Judgment Seat will make time visible in a way we cannot fully appreciate now. Romans 
14:12 says, “every one of us shall give account of himself to God.” An account includes 
opportunity. God does not judge a man for opportunities never given, but He can certainly 
examine opportunities ignored. Maybe you could not preach to a thousand, but you could 
have spoken to one. Maybe you could not finance an entire mission, but you could have 
given something. Maybe you could not teach a seminary class, but you could have taught 
your children. Maybe you could not change the world, but you could have obeyed God in 
your corner of it. The Judgment Seat will not ask why you were not somebody else. It will 
reveal what you did with being you. 

6. The Things You Refused May Matter as Much as the Things You Did 

Christian faithfulness is not measured only by activities performed. Sometimes eternal 
value appears in what a believer refused. Joseph ran from Potiphar's wife. Moses “refused 
to be called the son of Pharaoh's daughter” and chose “rather to suffer affliction with 
the people of God” (Hebrews 11:24-25). Daniel refused defilement. The apostles refused 
to stop preaching Christ when authorities commanded silence. Paul kept his body under 
subjection. Faithfulness often has a negative side: no to sin, no to compromise, no to false 
doctrine, no to fleshly appetite, no to opportunities that would require disobedience. A 
Christian's most valuable decision in a given year may be something he declined. 

That kind of faithfulness rarely photographs well because there is often nothing visible to 
show. Nobody erects a monument to the affair that never happened, the dishonest money 
never accepted, the lie never told, the compromise never signed, the false doctrine never 
preached, the revenge never taken. Yet Christ saw the moment. He saw temptation arrive 
with pleasant packaging. He saw the easier road open. He saw the cost attached to refusal. 
And He saw the believer say no because obedience mattered more. Men can only celebrate 
visible achievements. Heaven can reward invisible restraint. 

That should change how we think about victory. The world calls a man successful because 
of what he accumulated. Scripture often asks what mastered him. First Corinthians 6:12 
says, “I will not be brought under the power of any.” A man may own houses, businesses, 
influence, and applause while being owned by appetite, pride, lust, bitterness, or greed. 
Another man may possess little and yet walk free because he learned to say no. The 
Judgment Seat will expose the difference. Victory is not merely adding Christian activities 
to a flesh-controlled life. Sometimes the most spiritual construction begins with tearing 
down what should never have been allowed onto the property. 

7. Build Now With the Day of Christ in Your Eyes 



Second Corinthians 5:9 says, “Wherefore we labour, that, whether present or absent, 
we may be accepted of him.” The next verse explains why: “For we must all appear 
before the judgment seat of Christ.” Paul lived backward from that meeting. He looked at 
the future evaluation and allowed it to govern present labor. That is spiritual wisdom. Most 
men live forward from appetite: what do I want today? Paul lived backward from eternity: 
what will matter there? The Judgment Seat gave shape to his schedule before the Judgment 
Seat ever arrived. 

That does not produce gloomy Christianity. It produces meaningful Christianity. The 
believer who knows his labor is not in vain can serve with courage. First Corinthians 15:58 
says, “be ye stedfast, unmoveable, always abounding in the work of the Lord.” Then 
comes the reason: “forasmuch as ye know that your labour is not in vain in the Lord.” 
Not in vain. That hidden prayer was not in vain. That faithful sermon was not in vain. That 
Gospel conversation was not in vain. That sacrifice nobody recognized was not in vain. That 
stand for truth that cost you was not in vain. The Judgment Seat guarantees that faithful 
service does not disappear simply because earth failed to notice it. 

So build with the day in view. Before you spend the hour, ask whether the investment 
makes sense before Christ. Before chasing applause, remember how quickly applause 
dies. Before compromising truth for acceptance, remember whose acceptance ultimately 
matters. Before refusing a hard assignment, remember you will not always have a mortal 
body in which to perform hard assignments. Before complaining about sacrifice, remember 
Calvary. The Christian who keeps the Judgment Seat in sight does not become obsessed 
with reward like a merchant haggling over wages. He becomes serious about pleasing the 
One who bought him. Love and accountability are not enemies. Properly understood, they 
march together. 

Conclusion 

One day the construction noise will stop. No more hammering. No more cutting. No more 
second chances to replace bad material with good. The building will stand completed 
exactly as you left it, and Christ will bring it into the light. First Corinthians 3:13 says, 
“Every man's work shall be made manifest.” Every man's. There is no exemption for 
people who knew the doctrine but failed to live it. There is no theological diploma large 
enough to cover wasted years. The day will declare the work. The fire will test the sort. What 
abides receives reward. What burns produces loss. And the believer himself remains saved 
because salvation rests upon Christ, not the building. 

So ask the question while you still possess time to change the answer: what will be left 
when your life goes through the fire? Will there be worship offered because Christ was 



worthy? Gospel witness given because souls mattered? Truth defended because the Book 
mattered? Money surrendered because eternal work mattered? Temptation resisted 
because holiness mattered? Prayer offered because helpless people needed God? Service 
performed without applause because Christ saw it? Suffering endured because 
faithfulness mattered more than relief? Or will the flames find a warehouse of activity built 
mainly around comfort, ego, ambition, distraction, and things that looked important only 
because earth had not yet been replaced by eternity? 

You are spending a life you will never receive back. Spend it on what survives. Let the world 
build its monuments, polish its trophies, enlarge its barns, and applaud its celebrities. You 
have an appointment with Jesus Christ. The hands that were pierced for you will examine 
what you did with the life His blood purchased. Salvation settles whether you arrive. The 
Judgment Seat reveals what arrives with you. One Christian may stand beside treasure that 
survived the fire. Another may stand beside smoke from forty years of religious cardboard. 
The difference is being written now, one ordinary day at a time. Build accordingly. 

 

 

Conclusion – The Judgment Seat of Christ: Saved, Searched, and Rewarded 

The Judgment Seat of Christ is where every excuse finally runs out of road. Down here a 
man can explain himself until everybody in the room gets tired. He can blame the church, 
the pastor, his childhood, his circumstances, his schedule, his health, his family, his job, 
the economy, the devil, the deacons, the hypocrites, the government, and if he runs out of 
visible suspects, he can always blame the weather. But Paul says, “So then every one of 
us shall give account of himself to God” (Romans 14:12). Himself. That word is the 
wrecking ball that knocks down the entire excuse factory. Nobody will stand at the 
Judgment Seat with his mother's report card, his pastor's failures, his neighbor's sins, or his 
denomination's statistics tucked under his arm. The Christian will stand there with one 
earthly life behind him, one completed record before Christ, and no opportunity left to 
rewrite a single page. 

We have walked through ten studies dealing with that coming accounting, and every road 
has brought us back to the same unavoidable truth: “we must all appear before the 
judgment seat of Christ” (2 Corinthians 5:10). Not some. Not the especially gifted. Not 
merely preachers, missionaries, teachers, evangelists, pastors, authors, or Christian 
workers with their names on stationery. All. Every saved man and woman belongs at that 
appointment. Nobody misses the date because he misplaced the notice. Nobody gets a 
postponement because eternity arrived at an inconvenient time. Nobody sends a 



representative. The One who bought you will examine what you did with what He bought. 
The nail-scarred hands that secured your salvation are also the hands of the Judge who will 
examine your stewardship. 

And the first great truth that must remain nailed down is that the Judgment Seat is not the 
Great White Throne. The Christian is not being tried to determine whether Jesus Christ 
managed to save him. Christ did not shed His blood, rise from the dead, justify the sinner, 
seal him by the Holy Spirit, give him eternal life, place him into His body, and then wait until 
eternity to see whether the transaction cleared. Jesus said, “He that believeth on me hath 
everlasting life” (John 6:47). Paul said, “There is therefore now no condemnation to 
them which are in Christ Jesus” (Romans 8:1). First Corinthians 3:15 says of the believer 
whose work burns, “but he himself shall be saved; yet so as by fire.” The fire tests the 
building. It does not burn the foundation. If a man's salvation could go up with the wood, 
hay, and stubble, then Christ would be no better foundation than the lumber stacked on 
top of Him. 

But eternal security does not mean eternal irresponsibility. That is the other ditch, and 
plenty of Christians have driven into it with their Bible open on the passenger seat. The 
same verse that says “he himself shall be saved” also says “he shall suffer loss.” God 
apparently does not share the modern conviction that consequences are bad for self-
esteem. Salvation is free. Reward is not automatic. Eternal life is a gift. Crowns are 
associated with faithfulness. The foundation is Christ. The building is your responsibility. A 
man can be perfectly secure in Christ and perfectly foolish with the life Christ gave him. He 
can reach heaven by grace and arrive carrying little but smoke. Grace guarantees where the 
believer is going. Grace does not certify everything he did along the way as valuable. 

That is why First Corinthians 3 has followed us through this entire study like the sound of a 
hammer striking steel: “the fire shall try every man's work of what sort it is” (1 
Corinthians 3:13). Not how big it was. Not how long it lasted. Not how many people joined 
it. Not how much money it raised. Not how many followers it accumulated. Not how many 
institutions recognized it. “What sort it is.” That phrase will ruin more religious bragging 
than a thousand sermons on humility. Men count piles because piles are visible. God tests 
material. A barn full of hay is larger than a handful of diamonds, but strike the match and 
suddenly size becomes a poor measurement of wealth. 

Religion has always had a weakness for things that can be counted and photographed. 
Buildings look good in annual reports. Crowds look good from a platform. Budgets look 
impressive when commas appear in the right places. Titles fit nicely beneath names. 
Degrees hang beautifully on office walls. Social numbers can be checked before breakfast. 
But none of those things proves eternal substance. A man can preach to five thousand 



people because he loves Jesus Christ, and another can preach to five thousand because 
he loves five thousand people looking at him. The microphone cannot tell the difference. 
The crowd cannot always tell the difference. Christ can. First Corinthians 4:5 says He “will 
make manifest the counsels of the hearts.” The Judgment Seat is where religious 
cosmetics come off and motive stands there without makeup. 

That ought to frighten the hypocrite and comfort the forgotten servant at the same time. The 
hypocrite loses his audience because Christ sees behind the performance. The forgotten 
servant gains his audience because Christ saw what men never noticed. The widow praying 
alone, the father teaching his children Scripture, the missionary laboring where nobody 
knows his name, the elderly saint giving quietly, the believer handing one tract to one 
sinner, the person resisting temptation when no one would have known, the Christian 
standing for truth while everybody else called compromise wisdom—none of it 
disappeared because the world was looking somewhere else. God is not unrighteous to 
forget “your work and labour of love” (Hebrews 6:10). Heaven never needed a 
photographer to prove faithfulness happened. 

We looked at wood, hay, and stubble, and those materials should remain in the Christian's 
mind every time he is tempted to confuse activity with usefulness. Wood can build a 
beautiful structure. Hay can fill a barn. Stubble can cover a field. They are not unimpressive 
until the fire arrives. That is precisely the danger. Worthless Christian work often looks 
worthwhile before eternity touches it. The flesh can preach, organize, sing, write, teach, 
lead, donate, travel, build, advertise, and exhaust itself while Christ stands outside the 
motive. A man can spend decades rearranging religious cardboard and call the pile a 
ministry. The Judgment Seat will not debate the label. Fire does not read brochures. 

Then we looked at the other materials—gold, silver, and precious stones. There is work that 
survives. Let that truth sink in. Something done in a weak human body during a short 
mortal life can pass through the examination of Jesus Christ and remain valuable 
afterward. Worship centered upon Christ can survive. Gospel labor connected with 
redemption can survive. Investment in souls can survive. Truth can survive. Prayer can 
survive. Obedience can survive. Sacrifice can survive. A cup of cold water given in the right 
spirit can outlast a corporation. A faithful witness can outlive a monument. A prayer 
whispered through tears can weigh more in eternity than a polished performance that filled 
an auditorium. Heaven's economy makes Wall Street look like children trading marbles. 

We also saw that one of the greatest rewards possible is not a crown, a position, or any 
visible treasure, but “praise of God” (1 Corinthians 4:5). Think about that. Praise from the 
One who knows everything. Human praise is cheap because human knowledge is partial. 
Men can praise a fraud because the fraud hid well. They can condemn a faithful man 



because they never knew the facts. They can be bribed, manipulated, impressed, 
pressured, charmed, frightened, flattered, or simply wrong. Jesus Christ cannot be any of 
those things. If He approves the work, there will be no recount. No committee will 
challenge the result. No jealous rival will whisper that the award was political. The 
righteous Judge knows exactly what happened, exactly why it happened, and exactly what 
it cost. 

That is why the Christian life should be lived before an audience of One. Colossians 3:23 
says, “And whatsoever ye do, do it heartily, as to the Lord, and not unto men.” That 
verse will save a man from two miserable masters: applause and criticism. If applause 
owns you, you will eventually compromise to keep it. If criticism owns you, you will 
eventually quit to escape it. But if Christ owns you, applause becomes pleasant but 
unnecessary, and criticism becomes something to examine without worshipping. Men can 
misunderstand the servant. Men can steal credit. Men can forget the work. Men can 
despise what heaven values and celebrate what heaven will burn. None of that changes the 
final record. The crowd does not sit on the throne. 

We looked at loss, and loss is not a decorative threat. “He shall suffer loss” means there 
are things a Christian could have received and did not. There are rewards that can be 
missed. There are crowns that may not be obtained. There is a “full reward” spoken of in 2 
John 8, which necessarily means something less than full is possible. There is shame 
spoken of in 1 John 2:28: “that…we may have confidence, and not be ashamed before 
him at his coming.” God did not put shame in the verse so we could explain it into meaning 
nothing. A believer may stand saved and still discover that much of what occupied his life 
did not survive examination. 

That possibility should not produce neurotic fear. It should produce biblical sobriety. There 
is a world of difference between fearing hell and fearing waste. The saved man does not 
need to wake every morning terrified that Christ might lose him before supper. He should 
wake grateful that Christ cannot lose him and determined not to waste the day Christ gave 
him. Grace is not a sleeping pill. Grace is fuel. Paul understood eternal security better than 
most people who use it as an excuse for laziness, and Paul said, “So run, that ye may 
obtain” (1 Corinthians 9:24). Apparently assurance and exertion can live in the same verse 
without requiring counseling. 

Then we studied the crowns, and the New Testament does not apologize for offering reward 
as motivation. There is an incorruptible crown connected with discipline. There is a crown 
of rejoicing connected with souls. There is a crown of righteousness for those who love 
Christ's appearing. There is a crown of life connected with faithful endurance. There is a 
crown of glory associated with faithfully feeding God's flock. Paul ran for something. He did 



not consider that selfish because the reward came from Christ and ultimately magnified 
Christ. The believer who says he is too spiritual to care about what God promised has 
somehow become more spiritual than the apostle who told him to obtain it. That takes a 
special kind of humility. 

Those crowns are not heavenly costume jewelry. They speak of approval, victory, 
stewardship, and honor bestowed by the King. Revelation gives us the picture of crowns 
cast before the throne with the declaration, “Thou art worthy, O Lord” (Revelation 4:11). 
There is the proper destination of every reward: back toward Christ. The believer will never 
stand in glory admiring himself as though he manufactured faithfulness independently. 
Who saved him? Christ. Who gave him the truth? Christ. Who provided the Holy Spirit? 
Christ. Who opened doors? Christ. Who gave strength? Christ. Who preserved him? Christ. 
And then Christ rewards him for using what Christ supplied. Grace is so generous it gives 
the servant the tools, enables the work, and then rewards the work. 

We also saw that the Judgment Seat reaches beyond the moment of inspection into 
stewardship and reigning. Paul says, “If we suffer, we shall also reign with him” (2 
Timothy 2:12). He tells the Corinthians, “the saints shall judge the world” and even, “we 
shall judge angels” (1 Corinthians 6:2-3). Revelation says, “his servants shall serve him” 
and “they shall reign for ever and ever” (Revelation 22:3, 5). Eternity is not an endless 
church picnic in the clouds. Christ is a King. His kingdom is real. Service is real. Authority is 
real. Responsibility is real. The sentimental harp-and-cloud cartoon has done more to 
make heaven look boring than almost any pagan objection ever could. 

That means this life may be training for things we presently understand only in outline. 
Scripture repeatedly connects faithfulness in small things with greater responsibility. We 
should never invent details God did not reveal, but neither should we erase the distinctions 
He did reveal. A faithful servant and a wasted servant do not come out of the Judgment 
Seat with identical language attached to their records. One receives reward. Another 
suffers loss. One obtains crowns. Another may not. One is commended. Another may be 
ashamed. If those differences meant nothing after the judgment, then God has spent a 
remarkable amount of Bible describing nothing. 

That ought to change how you look at Tuesday morning. Eternity is not built only in dramatic 
moments. Most eternal material is laid down in ordinary hours. Faithfulness rarely 
announces itself with trumpets. It looks like opening the Bible when nobody forces you. It 
looks like praying when sleep would be easier. It looks like refusing a sinful opportunity 
nobody else would discover. It looks like keeping your word. It looks like giving when the gift 
will never be announced. It looks like telling a sinner about Jesus Christ when you would 
rather avoid awkwardness. It looks like standing by sound doctrine when compromise 



would bring acceptance. Eternity is often constructed in moments earth considers too 
small to mention. 

And that is why time is one of the most frightening subjects connected with the Judgment 
Seat. Ephesians 5:16 says, “Redeeming the time, because the days are evil.” You cannot 
save time. You can only spend it. Every day the account drops another twenty-four hours 
into your hands, and by midnight every minute is gone. You may have invested it, wasted it, 
served with it, slept through it, prayed through it, sinned through it, studied through it, 
witnessed through it, or entertained yourself through it, but you cannot return it for a 
refund. Yesterday has no customer service department. The only time you can obey God is 
the time He has not yet taken away. 

That makes the little word “later” one of the most dangerous words in Christian 
vocabulary. Later I will pray. Later I will witness. Later I will study. Later I will serve. Later I 
will straighten out that compromise. Later I will deal with bitterness. Later I will teach my 
children. Later I will give. Later I will get serious. The devil does not always need to make a 
Christian say no. Sometimes “later” will do the same work with better manners. The 
tragedy is that later eventually becomes never without issuing a formal announcement. 

So the doctrine of the Judgment Seat should not end with fear of the future. It should end 
with obedience in the present. If you have wasted years, stop wasting the next one because 
you are angry about the last ten. Paul said, “forgetting those things which are behind, 
and reaching forth unto those things which are before” (Philippians 3:13). You cannot 
turn yesterday's wood into gold by grieving over it forever. But you can change today's 
building material. You can pray today. Witness today. Give today. Serve today. Study today. 
Forgive today. Refuse sin today. Stand for truth today. If the structure has been badly built, 
stop ordering more lumber from the same supplier. 

And above everything else, get the motive right. The Judgment Seat ultimately asks a 
question deeper than, “What did you accomplish?” It asks, “Why?” What have you done 
simply because you love Jesus Christ? Not because somebody paid you. Not because 
people admired you. Not because your name was attached. Not because it improved your 
reputation. Not because you liked being needed. What have you surrendered because He 
was worthy? What have you endured because He was worthy? What have you refused 
because He was worthy? What have you built when nobody noticed because He was 
worthy? Christianity reaches its cleanest form when the answer to “Why did you do it?” can 
be reduced to four words: because I loved Him. 

The Judgment Seat will bring every lesser motive into the light. Some men served for 
money. Some for praise. Some for position. Some for control. Some for identity. Some 



because ministry gave them the importance ordinary life did not. Some because they loved 
controversy more than truth. Some because they loved an audience more than souls. 
Christ knows the difference between preaching hard because the Bible is hard and 
preaching hard because anger enjoys having a pulpit. He knows the difference between 
giving sacrificially and purchasing recognition. He knows the difference between zeal and 
ego wearing combat boots. You cannot fool eyes described in Revelation as “a flame of 
fire” (Revelation 1:14). 

But those same eyes see the faithful servant who was misjudged. That is one of the 
sweetest truths in this entire study. Christ knows. When people questioned your motive 
and your motive was clean, Christ knows. When the work was overlooked, Christ knows. 
When someone else received the credit, Christ knows. When you stood alone, Christ 
knows. When you prayed without an answer for years, Christ knows. When you gave and 
nobody thanked you, Christ knows. When you stayed faithful while somebody more 
talented became famous, Christ knows. The Judgment Seat is frightening because nothing 
is hidden. It is comforting for exactly the same reason. 

One day the last Christian work you will ever perform in this mortal body will be finished. 
You probably will not know at the time that it was the last. Maybe it will be the last prayer 
before death. The last tract. The last sermon. The last gift. The last act of obedience. The 
last temptation resisted. The last encouragement offered. The last verse read. Then the 
earthly account closes. The tools are put down. The scaffolding comes off. The completed 
structure stands where nothing more can be added and nothing more can be removed. 

Then comes the fire. 

Gold will remain. 

Silver will remain. 

Precious stones will remain. 

Wood will not argue. 

Hay will not appeal. 

Stubble will not ask for a recount. 

The flame will simply reveal what was there all along. 

And when the smoke clears, the believer will still be standing because his salvation never 
depended upon the building. “He himself shall be saved.” Jesus Christ is a perfect 
Saviour. But around that saved man will be the revealed result of a lifetime's stewardship. 
Some things will remain. Some will not. Some opportunities will have become treasure. 



Some will have become ashes. Some sacrifices will suddenly look inexpensive compared 
with their eternal return. Some comforts will suddenly look unbelievably expensive 
because of what they cost in lost opportunity. 

At that moment, nobody will wish he had spent more time impressing people who are no 
longer there. Nobody will wish he had collected one more temporary possession. Nobody 
will wish he had won one more meaningless argument, received one more compliment, 
accumulated one more title, or spent another thousand hours amusing himself. The things 
that looked enormous on earth will become small beneath eternity, and the things that 
looked small may suddenly tower. One Gospel witness. One faithful stand. One hidden 
prayer. One soul. One act of obedience. One sacrifice made because Jesus Christ was 
worthy. 

That is why the Judgment Seat of Christ is not merely a doctrine about the afterlife. It is a 
doctrine about how to live before you get there. It tells the Christian that salvation is secure, 
stewardship is serious, time is short, motives matter, work will be tested, reward is real, 
loss is possible, crowns are worth running for, future service is greater than we understand, 
and Jesus Christ sees everything. It takes Christianity out of the realm of religious hobby 
and places it under approaching inspection. 

You are saved by grace if you have trusted the finished Gospel of Jesus Christ. You will be 
searched in the sense that your stewardship will be exposed beneath His perfect 
knowledge. And you can be rewarded for what survives His examination. Saved, searched, 
and rewarded. That is not legalism. That is Bible. Grace gives you the foundation. 
Faithfulness determines what is built upon it. Fire reveals the difference. 

So when this study closes, do not close the doctrine with it. 

Remember the appointment. 

Remember the fire. 

Remember the crowns. 

Remember the possibility of loss. 

Remember the praise of God. 

Remember that time is disappearing while you read. 

And above all, remember the One before whom you will stand. 

Live now so that when the day declares your work, there is something left after the smoke 
clears. 



 


