Understanding God’s Will for Your Life

Lecture 3

Persevering in God’s Will

Difficulty of doing God’s will: There is a certain amount of relief in knowing that we can carry out God’s will even within the most humble and mundane contexts of our lives. Greatness and smallness means little in God’s eyes. What counts more is how faithful you are in the stewardship He has given you.
Now that we’ve defined and understood how God wants us to carry out His will in our daily lives, there is a problem we will run into. This is a tough calling. The real difficulty in doing the will of God is not knowing what to do, but persevering in doing it. 

Why should doing the will of God so difficult to persevere in? 
1. Self-denial
Sanctifying your members; life of prayer; putting others first
2. Service

Lack of appreciation; lack of recognition; putting off your own needs; taken for granted

3. Suffering for Christ’s sake

The inability to avenge oneself; silence while others gossip; return blessing for a cursing

4. Secrecy

Notice how much of what God calls you to is done in secret. The kind of piety that involves service, suffering and self-denial often goes unseen. You are alone in your secret service to God. 

The Bible anticipates our struggle: Is God really instructing us to pursue this difficult, unrecognized, unglorious calling?  If it isn’t, ask yourself this: Why would the Bible constantly encourage and exhort us to persevere, unless God knew how much of a struggle it would be?
1 Cor. 15:58: “Therefore, my beloved brethren, be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that your toil is not in vain in the Lord.”

Gal. 6:9: “And let us not lose heart in doing good, for in due time we shall reap if we do not grow weary.”

Heb. 10:35-36: “Therefore do not throw away your confidence, which has a great reward. For you have need of endurance, so that when you have done the will of God you may receive what was promised.”

Sounds like we are on the same wavelength here. Be steadfast, don’t lose heart, endure, don’t throw away your confidence. Implication: This is a very difficult calling.

What gives us strength to persevere and “faint not”?

“Your toil is not in vain in the Lord”

“In due time we shall reap”

“Do not throw away your confidence, which has great reward”

“When you have done the will of God you may receive what was promised.”

Notice how in each exhortation, the call to perseverance is undergirded with a promise of reward, a knowledge that this labor and toil is not all for nothing, that you shall reap someday.
Heavenly rewards:

While the Bible does not specify what our reward in heaven will be, it does mention rewards repeatedly as the incentive for Christians to persevere in doing the will of God. Not merely the reward of heaven itself—not merely that you made it there—but you are rewarded and recognized according to your individual service and faithfulness to God. 

Our problem with rewards: Christians don’t like to talk about rewards. It sounds so mercenary. We don’t serve Christ for the reward, we serve Christ for himself alone. We do this out of love, not for personal gain. To suggest otherwise demeans and degrades what we are all about.

And this is true. The Christian life is not a mercenary endeavor. In fact this is the attitude that we ought to have toward our service to Christ:

Luke 17:7-10: “But which of you, having a slave plowing or tending sheep, will say to him when he has come in from the field, ‘Come immediately and sit down to eat’? But will he not say to him, ‘Prepare something for me to eat, and properly clothe yourself and serve me until I have eaten and drunk; and afterward you will eat and drink’? He does not thank the slave because he did the things which were commanded, does he? So you too, when you do all the things which are commanded you, say, ‘We are unworthy slaves; we have done only that which we ought to have done.’”

So we are encouraged to view our service as merely expected, because God isn’t obligated to reward us at all. We are simply doing what we ought. 

Yet the Bible insists upon rewards. Even though God doesn’t owe his rewards for our service, he apparently has chosen to promise them to us anyhow. This isn’t any surprise, is it? God is generous, he overflows with grace toward his children. So he encourages us with the promise of reward for our service because he knows we need the encouragement.
Rewards of praise and recognition:

Matt. 6:2-6, 16-18: “Beware of practicing your righteousness before men to be noticed by them; otherwise you have no reward with your Father who is in heaven.

“When therefore you give alms, do not sound a trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may be honored by men. Truly I say to you, they have their reward in full. But when you give alms, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing that your alms may be in secret; and your Father who sees in secret may repay you.
“And when you pray, you are not to be as the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and on the street corners, in order to be seen by men. Truly I say to you, they have their reward in full. But you, when you pray, go into your inner room, and when you have shut your door, pray to your Father who is in secret, and your Father who sees in secret will repay you . . .

“And whenever you fast, do not put on a gloomy face as the hypocrites do, for they neglect their appearance in order to be seen fasting by men. Truly I say to you, they have their reward in full. But you, when you fast, anoint your head, and wash your face so that you may not be seen fasting by men, but by your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will repay you.”

Five observations:

1. Individuality of reward: Notice the individuality of recognition here, based upon specific deeds of your life. See how carefully God takes note of every situation for which he wants to “repay” you. Even mundane acts such as prayer, giving and fasting do not go unnoticed by him.
2. Reason for the reward: Why does God feel he should reward your secret deeds? Because hypocrites and boasters are rewarded in this life by recognition from men, while those who veil their righteous deeds in secrecy lose out. The implication is that the praise of men is an earthly reward that can give a person certain advantages. To deprive yourself of that recognition out of conscience towards God puts you at a disadvantage in this life— which is why God wants to recompense you in heaven.
3. Principle of rewards: The principle is, if you sought your reward on earth, you won’t get it in heaven; if you forsook an earthly reward for righteousness’ sake, you will be compensated in heaven. There is an inverse relationship between rewards received on earth and rewards received in heaven.
4. Recognition as reward: The implied nature of the heavenly reward is the Father’s recognition. If the recognition of men is the earthly reward, when your heavenly Father repays you, the implication is that you will be recognized by him before men and angels on the Last Day.

5. Humility in pursuing the reward: Notice how there is no trace of mercenary motives here, no crass hankering after personal gain. It is perfectly in line with the humility and God-centered service and piety that we are called to. We seek his pleasure alone.

More on individual recognition/rewards:
Matt. 10:41-42: “He who receives a prophet in the name of a prophet shall receive a prophet’s reward; and he who receives a righteous man in the name of a righteous man shall receive a righteous man’s reward. And whoever in the name of a disciple gives to one of these little ones even a cup of cold water to drink, truly I say to you he shall not lose his reward.”
Jesus teaches that you can become a sharer in a prophet’s reward or a righteous man’s reward by ministering to them, supporting them, showing them hospitality. By so teaching he is making the assumption that there are different rewards for different types of service rendered. And yet, even if you do the simplest and humblest deed, such as giving a cup of water to the smallest member of the kingdom, God will not forget to reward even that.
Here’s a terrific passage following on the heels of that thought:

Matt. 25:37-40: “Then the righteous will answer Him, saying, ‘Lord, when did we see You hungry and feed You, or thirsty and give You a drink? And when did we see You a stranger and invite You in, or naked and clothe You? And when did we see You sick or in prison, and come to You?’ And the King will answer and say to them, ‘Truly I say to you, to the extent that you did it to one of these brothers of Mine, even the least of them, you did it to Me.’”


The Lord does not merely take personal interest in your service. But he makes it personal by viewing it as service to himself. That’s how closely he is paying attention to how we conduct ourselves in this life. 

Rewards of stewardship: There is individual recognition and praise from God. But the Bible also hints at the reward of greater stewardship in heaven. Notice, however, that even this reward is just an extension of the praise received from the master.

Matthew 25:14-29: The story about the master who distributed five talents, two talents and one talent to his three slaves. Two slaves invested their talents and received a 100 percent return, one slave buried his talent and gave his master no return. To the slaves who did well the master said, “Well done, good and faithful slave; you were faithful with a few things, I will put you in charge of many things, enter into the joy of your master.”


Four observations from this passage:
1. Praise: “Well done, good and faithful slave.” 

2. Recognition: “You were faithful with a few things.” 

3. Greater stewardship: “I will put you in charge of many things.” 

4. Stewardship as a symbol of the master’s pleasure: “Enter into the joy of your master.”

Calling the reward of greater stewardship “the joy of your master” underscores the idea that what is so valuable about the reward is not the thing itself, but what it symbolizes: God’s pleasure in you.

A future we can bank on: So far we’ve seen how your individual service is recognized and rewarded by your heavenly Father. What recognition you failed to receive here on earth, because you rendered service before God’s eyes and not man’s, you will receive someday at the coming of Christ’s kingdom. 

We’ve talked about how we should serve God in the present instead of hankering after something in the future that God has not guaranteed. (Recall James 4:13-16.) But we were referring to our earthly future. Now, in teaching about rewards, the Bible is turning everything on its head and saying there is a future we should rest our hopes upon—and that is our heavenly future. Our heavenly future is guaranteed, if only we believe that our true reward waits for us there. 

We should live our lives, then, according to two points of reference: today, and our future in heaven. We serve God today and are good stewards of what he has given us now, so that we may have treasures laid up for us for all eternity.

Rewards for suffering: 
So far we’ve established that rewards in heavens do exist. Now let’s look at a major theme in the Bible concerning rewards, namely, the relationship between rewards and suffering. God promises to compensate you for the sufferings you have borne for Christ’s sake. Whether it is major suffering like losing your job, your property, your family or your life. Or minor sufferings like holding your tongue, being overlooked, despised, or unappreciated.

Jesus our example: Jesus was rewarded for his sufferings:
Philippians 2:8-10: “And being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. Therefore also God highly exalted Him, and bestowed on Him the name which is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of those who are in heaven, and on earth, and under the earth, and that every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”

Jesus was rewarded for his sufferings. He was exalted above all principalities and powers, and given the name “Lord,” which men and angels would confess before him on bended knee.

Heb. 12:1-2: “. . . Let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith, who for the joy set before Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.”

Jesus endured suffering “for the joy set before Him.” We also run the race with endurance, fixing our eyes upon Jesus as our example, which means that we, too, endure suffering for the joy set before us.
Following in Jesus’ footsteps:

Luke 6:22-24: “Blessed are you when men hate you, and ostracize you, and cast insults at you, and spurn your name as evil, for the sake of the Son of Man. Be glad in that day, and leap for joy, for behold, your reward is great in heaven; for in the same way their fathers used to treat the prophets. But woe to you who are rich, for you are receiving your comfort in full.”
This reward should be so real to us that we leap for joy. Notice the contrast with those who are rich in the things of this world. Those who seek their reward on earth are receiving their comfort in full; those who willingly forsake earthly comforts to suffer for Christ have their reward waiting in heaven. 

Again, there is a direct connection between suffering now and glory later. One produces the other:
2 Cor. 4:17: “For momentary, light affliction is producing for us an eternal weight of glory far beyond all comparison, while we look not at the things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen; for the things which are seen are temporal, but the things which are not seen are eternal.”

If there was ever an invitation to suffer, this is it. The more you are willing to let go of earthly glory, the more heavenly glory awaits you. This passage was written from the perspective we will have once we are in heaven, looking back upon our earthly life and realizing that enduring our cross was worth it. We will then see that our suffering was momentary, but the reward is eternal. Our suffering was light affliction that we can now shrug off; the heavenly glory is weighty and precious and ours forever. The one doesn’t even compare with the other. 
Hebrews 10:32-36: “But remember the former days, when, after being enlightened, you endured a great conflict of sufferings, partly, by being made a public spectacle through reproaches and tribulations, and partly by becoming sharers with those who were so treated. For you showed sympathy to the prisoners, and accepted joyfully the seizure of your property, knowing that you have for yourselves a better possession and an abiding one. Therefore, do not throw away your confidence, which has a great reward. For you have need of endurance, so that when you have done the will of God, you may receive what was promised.”
Notice how specifically the sufferings are named. The cost for these believers has been anywhere from having property taken from them from being looked at funny for sympathizing with the persecuted. Once again, the implication is that God takes note of these sufferings, and what they have cost you, whether great or small. So don’t throw away your confidence in the reward that awaits you. 

Pursue the reward:
Do not let a spirit of doubt or hesitation about rewards hold you back. Have confidence in God’s favor upon you. He wants to reward you.

1 Cor. 9:24-26: “Do you not know that those who run in a race all run, but only one receives the prize? Run in such a way that you may win. And everyone who competes in the games exercises self-control in all things. They then do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable. Therefore I run in such a way, as not without aim; I box in such a way as not beating the air; but I buffet my body and make it my slave, lest possibly, after I have preached to other, I myself should be disqualified.”

Paul is not sheepish about pursuing the heavenly prize. He makes no apologies. Instead he is like an athlete, aiming his every blow and training his every muscle to maximize his chance for the prize. It is surprising, but there it is. 

If that makes you uncomfortable, keep this in mind. Paul says, “They then do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable.” The word “wreath” is sometimes translated “crown” in other passages, such as 2 Tim. 4:7-8, leaving us with the impression of a gold crown. But “wreath” is a better translation because it refers to the wreath that Olympic athletes were rewarded. If you watched the last Olympics that took place in Athens, you may remember that this tradition was revived, and a wreath woven out of leaves was placed upon the heads of the athletes standing on the medal podium. Obviously, the wreath is not sought for the value of the leaves. It is sought for the honor. 

So here. Paul also seeks the honor of the imperishable wreath that Christ will bestow upon him someday. It is perfectly in keeping with our reasons for serving Christ: because we love him and seek to please him alone.
Rewards vindicate God: 
Final thought on “why rewards?” God rewards us to vindicate himself:

Galatians 6:7-10: “Do not be deceived, God is not mocked; for whatever a man sows, this he will also reap. For the one who sows to his own flesh shall from the flesh reap corruption, but the one who sows to the Spirit shall from the Spirit reap eternal life. And let us not lose heart in doing good, for in due time we shall reap if we do not grow weary. So then, while we have opportunity, let us do good to all men, and especially to those who are of the household of the faith.”
You would expect the passage to say that you will be rewarded in the next life so that you will not be mocked. You’ve looked pretty foolish before the eyes of the world, living for the things of heaven and forsaking earthly rewards. Being rewarded ought to be a way of vindicating you. 

But the passage says God is not mocked. Rewarding you in heaven is God’s vindication of not merely you, but of himself. God is the one who has called you on this seemingly foolish path. He will not be mocked by his enemies, who have tried to discourage you by telling you that you are wasting your time. He will vindicate you before men and before the devil and his hosts, who have opposed your faith, because God sees their attack upon you as an attack upon himself. He will not let himself be mocked by failing to reward you. So take heart, and have confidence that he will reward you for his own sake.
