
THE REWARD

Genesis 22:1-14; Psalm 13; Romans 6:12-23; Matthew 10:40-42*

When I was a kid in Sunday School, Mrs. Leavitt, the Junior Sunday School teacher at our

church, paid fifty cents for memorizing the names of all the books of the Old Testament, in order, and

granted a whole dollar to any kid who managed to memorize the books of both the Old and the New

Testaments in order.

Perhaps you are one of those people who think that a system of bribery is no way to form

children in the Christian faith. All I know is that to this day I am fairly good at knowing, the order, all the

books of the Bible. Thanks, Mrs. Leavitt for your generosity. I’m sure I wouldn’t have done that

memorization without the reward.

Now I know, I know. Christians should serve Christ because he is Sovereign and we’re not. We

should serve him out of pure, unadulterated, gratuitous love. Somehow it cheapens discipleship to

think of it as a matter of, “I’ll give you this reward if first you will do this for me.”

And yet, numerous psychological experiments show that subjects can endure more pain,

memorize more data, or make better mathematical calculations when they expect to be monetarily

rewarded if they successfully complete the task. Even small monetary rewards—even a few

cents—provides a strong motivation.

When a couple took their new puppy to dog obedience class the trainer told them, “Everything

we do here is based upon reward. Your dog will be a faster learner if you reward your puppy rather

than scold or punish your puppy. You’ve got to have a pocket full of tasty dog treats that must be

administered immediately when your dog does something right. Your dog will become obedient, not

because your dog loves you but because your dog wants the reward.”

We’re not canines but nor are we people who are able to live our lives without any expectation
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of reward. You have a right to be suspicious of the person who says, “I love my job so much that I’d

show up for work even if I weren’t being paid.” The rewards can make the unpleasant aspects of the

job endurable.

Just before this morning’s Gospel Jesus is upfront with his disciples about the dangers, the

risks, and the cost of discipleship. The way that Jesus has summoned them to walk is a narrow, often

difficult path.

But then Jesus speaks about rewards. He says to the world (a world that often persecutes his

followers) that when the world shows mercy to his disciples, caring for them, feeding them, welcoming

them, then God will reward them for their hospitality. There are places where Jesus speaks of rewards

for those who follow him. This Sunday he promises rewards for those who receive those who follow

him with hospitality.

Earlier in Matthew (Chapter 5), Jesus opened his famous Sermon on the Mount with a series of

blessings, promising reward to those who are persecuted for his righteousness, those who mourn, and

those who hunger. Now he promises rewards for those who receive his “little ones,” who show mercy

and compassion for his sometimes-persecuted followers. “I assure you that everybody who gives even

a cup of cold water to these little ones because they are my disciples will certainly be rewarded”

(Matthew 10:42).

Amid this, Jesus makes a rather astounding statement at the opening of this Sunday’s Gospel,

“Those who receive you are also receiving me, and those who receive me are receiving the one who

sent me” (v. 40). “Those who receive you are also receiving me”? Is Jesus really serious?

We’ve got some great people who a part of this congregation, but at our best we are only

servants of Christ; we’re not Christ himself. We follow Jesus by doing the  best we can, but there’s still

a gap between the good that we want to do and the good we ultimately end up doing.
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I received an email this week from a congregational member about a man who had died. For

me I knew him as the man who lived on the deck. He lived on the deck over the summer. He slept

there, he drank his coffee there. He ranted and raved sometimes, he was afflicted with mental illness.

And I discovered his name, his name was Erik. 

Now I know about mental illness, I saw him on some of his bad days. But I didn’t know that he

was also a musician, a son, a brother. If she hadn’t let me know that he passed away I wouldn’t have

known that he had died.

The only conversation I had with him was one time when he came into the office and asked me

to open the door to the stairway below where he had been sleeping.  He had lost a package of

cigarettes through the slats on deck into the cement stairwell. He said, “I wouldn’t bother you but it

was almost full.” I wish that I had done more.

And yet in spite of our failings, when we do reach out, Jesus tells the world, “Those who receive

you are also receiving me, and those who receive me are receiving the one who sent me.”

All of us, Jesus’s field reps, in this verse become not just a representative of Christ but the very

presence of Christ in the world.

As astounding as this statement seems—when you receive one of my little ones who follow me,

surprise, you receive me—I bet that you have experienced the truth of Jesus’s statement.

“I became a Christian,” he explained, “when this annoying guy, at the place where I got my first

job, kept saying that he wanted me to join him at worship at his church (it was his way of trying to

share his faith with me.) At first I told him, ‘Thanks, but I’m okay.’ I was thinking you can keep it to

yourself.

“But at our lunch break, he kept bringing up how much he enjoyed being a Christian, how

beneficial it had been to him at so many points in his life, inviting me to come to his church and all. So,

3The Reward.ser.wpd



I finally relented. ‘Okay,’ I said, ‘give it your best shot. Let’s hear what you’ve got to say about Jesus.’’

And in spite of my thinking he was annoying. What he said to me, in his simple way of saying it,

really touched my heart and I just, well. . .  I believed.”

Surprise, you thought you were just being polite to an annoying guy, letting him have his say but

in receiving him, you also received Jesus.

Jesus is calling each one of us as his advance team. When we get past this period of isolation

we will get to go back into the offices, schoolrooms, board rooms, kitchens and coffee shops before

him. Even now we can share his presence with others through phone calls, electronic media and thus

take Jesus with us from the isolation of our lives into the wider world. How does one come to know

Jesus? According to this morning’s Gospel, first you have a follower of Jesus who’s willing to do the

advance, preparatory work, and then Jesus steps in and does the rest.

If we had the time this morning, and the ability to hear from you all. If we could hear each

individual’s story in answer to the question, “How did you meet Jesus? How did you hear your named

called by Christ?” I would wager that a large number of us are here because we received someone

who came to us (even if unawares) representing Christ, who spoke to us with Christ’s voice and thus

made Jesus real to us.

At the conclusion of this service of worship we will return to the world. Some have said that the

point of our worship is not simply to gather in God’s house as Christians. The real point of all this is to

encounter God and to be empowered to scatter into the world in God’s name. And what are we

supposed to do out in the world? We’re to be Jesus’s advance team, those whom he sends out ahead

of him into places where he is about to go. And we go forth under the grand, but daunting promise:

whoever receives you receives Jesus, and whoever receives Jesus receives God, the One who sent

Jesus.
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“I just stopped by, brought a bowl of my banana pudding,” she said. “I had heard that they were

having problems.” 

When the door opened, she said to the woman who answered, “I just wanted you to have this

little desert,” Her neighbour stood at her front door, her two children behind her and looked at the bowl

of pudding, looked at her benefactor standing before her. Then her eyes filled with tears and she said,

“I’m so embarrassed. We have almost nothing left to eat. Tom walked out on us two weeks ago. I

thought we could make it on our own. We can’t. Please, come in.”

The minister relating the story said, “The story of the delivery of the pudding was what I got

when I had said to her, “It would be hard to have this church if we didn’t have Louise. She is a great

organizer and worker. How did she come to be a regular here at Trinity Church?”

Surprise. All it consisted of is a thoughtful visit and a bowl of banana pudding. Jesus walked in

pudding in hand and did all the rest. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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