Sermon: Press On Toward the Goal
(Preached by the Rev. Paul Wu, at St. Giles Ottawa, June 28, 2026)

May the words of my mouth and the meditation of our hearts be
acceptable to you. O Lord, our rock and our redeemer. Amen.

Let’s face it. Much of the central tenets of the Christian faith seem to
me to be a bit of a drag, a bit heavy, requiring much from the believers.

Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and
with all your mind and with all your strength (Mark 12:30) With all, is that
even possible? Would 3/4 suffice, or 1/2, a 1/4, a 1/10? Should we really be
turning away those who love the Lord with only 1/10 of their heart?

How about carrying one’s own cross to follow Jesus? At least we are
not asked to carry the cross of Jesus, like that poor old sap, Simon of
Cyrene, who happened to be hanging around the route to the crucifixion.
But still, carrying one’s own cross implies suffering, implies paying a high
cost to follow Jesus.

Jesus himself counsels his disciples in Luke 14, to first sit down and
count the cost before deciding to follow, and the cost appears to include
such heave burden as ‘renouncing all that he has’ (v.33). | wonder why
preachers don’t preach that message often? On wait, on the account that it
would drive away most seekers, and quite a few lukewarm believers too.

Let’s face it, much of the central tenets of the Christian faith are
heavy, and definitely not for the faint of hearts.

Then there are those passages, that talk about grace, about God’s
free gift to humanity, and for the purpose of our Scripture reading today:
about rewards.

Did you say rewards? Yes | did. More accurately, Jesus did in
Matthew 10:41-42:

“Whoever welcomes a prophet in the name of a prophet
will receive a prophet's reward,

and whoever welcomes a righteous person

in the name of a righteous person

will receive the reward of the righteous,

and whoever gives even a cup of cold water

to one of these little ones in the name of a disciple —
truly I tell you, none of these will lose their reward.”



What is this business about rewards? Is it like Air Mile, where one
accumulate points to fly around the world? For years, | refused to sign on to
loyalty programs for | did not want third-party commercial entities tracking
my spending habits. Then Daisy and | got this Aeroplan VISA card a few
years back, and boy did that change my mind. We started funnelling most
of our household spendings through that VISA card, and with such change,
we were getting free flights to fly to Vancouver to visit her parents. And boy
did we enjoy the heck out of those rewards. There is something about flying
for free. If you ever get on one of those, you will see what | mean, it’s
simply rewarding.

So when Jesus starts talking about rewards, my ears perk up!
Rewards, where, when and how? Count me in! But what exactly is a
prophet’s reward? | suspect Jesus had two Old Testament stories in mind.

The widow of Zarephath in 1 Kings 17 provided food for Elijah the
prophet during a famine. Even though she had scant little, she did not hold
back. She did what was asked of her, at the cost of her and her son's last
meal. For that radical generosity, God miraculously ensured her flour and
oil did not run out, all through the famine.

Or the Shunammite woman in 2 Kings 4 who showed hospitality to
the prophet Elisha. She and her husband built him a place to stay
whenever he may pass through town. For that Elisha prophesied that she
would have a son, and it sure came true. Years later, when the boy fell ill
and died. She did not panic, but trusted that Elisha, the man of God, would
address her problem. And he did, upon returning to town, the prophet
prayed and miraculously raised the boy from the dead.

By being hospitable, by caring for a prophet’s material need, those
two women were rewarded both materially and spiritually. Most of all, they
get to partake in the joy of God’s kingdom and the eternal reward that
comes with it. The same principal applies for us too, that no act of kindness
or support for God’s servants—no matter how small, like giving a “cup of
cold water”’—will go unnoticed or unrewarded by God.

| am reminded of how | was raised by the example of my mother.
Earlier in her faith journey, before any of us in the family became Christian,
she was already quite generous towards pastors and seminarians, those
training to become pastors. She knew they often had very little while
pursuing ministry; she was more than willing to share from her abundance.

Dad did not agree to that kind of generosity though, so Mom
sometimes had to hide her benevolence from Dad, and yes sometimes she



stole from the family account. | recall my sister and | had one time emptied
our piggy banks just so she can give a travelling preacher some spending
cash. She carried with her the guilt of stealing from Dad for years, until
much later another travelling preacher assured her of the principal of the
prophet’s reward, that her generosity will certainly not go unrewarded by
God. Plus she is supposed to own half of what Dad had, so technically it
wasn’t really theft at all.

Years later, she would tell whoever had ears that God did reward her,
by calling her son to become a pastor, to share in the work of ministry and
the joy of co-working with Christ in the Kingdom of God. So yah, in that
sense, | guess that makes me the embodiment of a prophet’s reward.

How about the reward of the righteous, as in “and whoever welcomes
a righteous person in the name of a righteous person will receive the
reward of the righteous”? What'’s that about?

| would caution us not to think of eternal salvation as a reward, for
central to the Pauline theology is justification by faith, and as Protestant
Reformers would say: Sola Fide, by faith alone. Furthermore, faith is
unmerited, it is not something we could earn by doing work. Faith is an
active trust and a confident reliance on God’s character and God’s
promises; it is “confidence in what we hope for and assurance about what
we do not see” (Hebrews 11:1) Simply put, faith in Jesus Christ is a gift
from God, freely given to any, to all who believe.

If eternal salvation is not the reward, what then exactly is the reward
of the righteous? The bible is not exactly clear on that, but certainly we
could think about earthly blessings like peace, divine favour, divine
protection, joy and dwelling securely in God’s presence.

The ones that really capture my imagination are ‘crowns’, or more
specifically the “crown of righteousness” in 2 Timothy 4:8, which the Lord
will award to all who love his appearing; or the “crown of life” in James
1:12, which is awarded to those who eagerly await Christ’s return and
endure trials faithfully.

Of course, the most compelling image of crowns is found in
Revelation 4, where twenty-four heavenly elders fall down before the
throne of God. They “cast their crowns before the throne”, in an act of
worship with a posture of surrender, humbling themselves while
acknowledging God as the ultimate creator, ultimate sovereign, declaring,
“You are worthy, O Lord our God, to receive glory and honour and power.”
(Revelation 4:11)



It is the ultimate gesture of submission, submitting to that God alone
is the supreme King over all of creation. It is also the ultimate
acknowledgement of grace. By giving their crowns back to God, the elders
acknowledge that any rewards or honour they possess are not of their own
making, but are merely the result of God’s grace.

Lastly, | will leave with you these words of Paul, in Philippians
3:12-14, as an encouragement of lies ahead of us, the reward that awaits
us, those who are faithful, Listen to what Paul says,

“Not that | have already obtained this

or have already reached the goal,

but | press on to lay hold of that

for which Christ has laid hold of me.

Brothers and sisters, | do not consider that | have laid hold of it,
but one thing | have laid hold of:

forgetting what lies behind

and straining forward to what lies ahead,

| press on toward the goal,

toward the prize of the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus.”

Faith, when all is said and done, is not so hard, so long as Jesus has
taken hold of us.

In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.



