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SUMMARY
Would it surprise you to learn that God also has a loyalty program? Better read the fine print!

AT A GLANCE
Customer retention is a huge concern for hotels, airlines and other businesses. Even Jesus is part of this commercial strategy. He explicitly refers to the rewards that will be distributed when history concludes, and we gather in his presence. What do we need to do to get a nice reward package on that great day of reckoning?

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “Jesus on Mergers and Acquisitions,” May 8, 2016. 

[bookmark: _Hlk90907116]Who doesn’t like to be rewarded? You work hard. You go to the office every day ― even if that office is in your basement, and you’re wearing a lovely top with floral accents by Louis Vuitton and pajama bottoms by Walmart plastered with tiny elephants. 
We love being recognized for our achievements, and when these efforts are rewarded with cold, hard cash, or something that enhances our financial opportunities, or increases our discretionary time, we’re thrilled. 
This is why the business world is deep into “loyalty” programs. Would it surprise you to learn that 90 percent of companies have some sort of rewards program? Of course, all major airlines and hotel chains tout their own loyalty plans: Fly X-number of miles on an airline and get a free roundtrip flight to Disneyland. 
But smaller fish in the consumer pond are busy, too. Shoppers needn’t look too far to find “rewards” just for buying things, even necessities. Buy groceries at Costco and get cash off your next gas purchase. Buy three grandé, iced, sugar-free, vanilla lattes with soy milk, or versions thereof, at the coffeehouse and get one free. 
But not all loyalty programs are created equal. Most of them fall into four types: Points-based rewards, tiered rewards, paid rewards and value rewards.
[bookmark: _Hlk90967565][bookmark: _Hlk90907071]Since the text before us includes some of Jesus’ last words to the church and comes at the end of a biblical revelation ― chapter 22 of Revelation ― and since in these words Jesus explicitly mentions a ceremony in which rewards will be distributed to loyal “consumers” ― those who have been flying with Jesus ― let’s look at these loyalty programs and see which ones apply to us.
“See,” Jesus says in verse 12, “I am coming soon; my reward is with me, to repay according to everyone’s work.” This is the text, so let’s get started.

Points-Based Rewards
[bookmark: _Hlk90907086]A points-based loyalty program is the most common and perhaps popular of the rewards programs. Expedia uses it, as well as United Airlines and a host of other major business enterprises. The more one uses the product, the more points accumulate ― points that can be used for free hotel stays or flights, for example.
Even a smaller company like Blume uses reward points. Customers are given Blume Bucks, which they can then redeem for gifts and products. “Redeem your BBs for divine prizes,” the website proclaims.
In this text, we have the last words of Jesus to the church, and the first thing out of his mouth is something about rewards. “See, I am coming soon; my reward is with me, to repay according to everyone’s work” (v. 12, emphasis added). Rewards, by definition, are favors or perks bestowed based on performance. Jesus says as much when he says that his rewards program is based on “everyone’s work.”
So, it would appear that some tallying system is in place in the marketing department of heaven whereby points accumulate for each of us, and these points are directly tied to our “work” on earth.
We don’t know the nature of these rewards, but we do know, based on the words of our Lord himself and the abundance of biblical citations, that the rewards are coming.
Consider a small sampling:
· “For the Son of Man is to come with his angels in the glory of his Father, and then he will repay everyone for what has been done” (Matthew 16:27).
· “For all of us must appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each may receive recompense for what has been done in the body, whether good or evil” (2 Corinthians 5:10).
· “Be on your guard, so that you do not lose what we have worked for, but may receive a full reward” (2 John 8). 
· “For he will repay according to each one’s deeds” (Romans 2:6). 
The question for those who work on incentive programs for the public is: Will this points-based program attract and keep customers? If you apply this query to the flight toward your future heavenly home, how would you respond? Does the promise of an as-yet-unidentified reward encourage you to be faithful in your work and service while here on earth? 
If not, perhaps you might be interested in a different program.

Tiered Rewards
A tiered loyalty program is a type of membership that offers customers different benefits depending on their rank or the value of the reward. These rewards give customers a goal. The higher their tier, the more exclusive and valuable the rewards.
[bookmark: _Hlk90907150]Jesus seems to indicate that some rewards will be greater than others. Speaking to the farmers and townspeople in the area of Tiberius, Jesus said in his “Sermon on the Mount,” “Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you” (Matthew 5:11-12). Jesus could have said that those who are persecuted and reviled will receive an unspecified reward on judgment day. But instead, he explicitly says that the reward will be a tier above, a step above ― a reward unlike the typical reward received by those who have merely been faithful.
Throughout Scripture, this reward seems to be linked to suffering. Those who undergo suffering for Jesus’ sake are, ipso facto, members of a unique club. To these sufferers, Jesus will offer “crowns.” There are several tiers or types of crowns: 
Imperishable crown: “Athletes exercise self-control in all things; they do it to receive a perishable garland, but we an imperishable one” (1 Corinthians 9:25). This crown, or garland, is given to the spiritual athlete who has trained, suffered and sacrificed to win the race. Paul reminds his readers in the previous verse that not everyone wins this prize. The winners of an imperishable crown have suffered much.
Crown of rejoicing: “For what is our hope or joy or crown of boasting before our Lord Jesus at his coming? Is it not you? Yes, you are our glory and joy!” (1 Thessalonians 2:19-20). Some Bible teachers refer to this crown as the “Soul Winners’ Crown.” The apostle Paul expected the Thessalonian church to be his “crown of rejoicing” when he gets in line to receive his reward (see the NKJV).
Crown of righteousness: “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. From now on there is reserved for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will give to me on that day” (2 Timothy 4:7-8). Here, the link between suffering for the sake of the gospel and the reward of a crown is explicit. 
Crown of glory: “And when the chief shepherd appears, you will win the crown of glory that never fades away” (1 Peter 5:4). 
Crown of life: “Blessed is anyone who endures temptation. Such a one has stood the test and will receive the crown of life that the Lord has promised to those who love him” (James 1:12).
Other tiers might include something the apostle Paul called an inheritance. For example: “Whatever your task, put yourselves into it, as done for the Lord and not for your masters, since you know that from the Lord you will receive the inheritance as your reward; you serve the Lord Christ” (Colossians 3:23-24). 
And finally, there is a reward level that involves great administrative responsibilities: “His master said to him, ‘Well done, good and trustworthy slave; you have been trustworthy in a few things, I will put you in charge of many things; enter into the joy of your master.’” (Matthew 25:21). 

Paid Rewards
In the early 1500s, Johann Tetzel, a Dominican monk, used to wander from village to hamlet in rural Germany selling indulgences. He would set up a theatrical stage and urge the gemeines Volk to buy the indulgences to get their relatives out of purgatory, or in some cases, pre-pay for their own sins. He had a little jingle that was so popular, it caught the attention of Martin Luther: “When the coin in the coffer rings, the soul from purgatory springs.”
It doesn’t work this way in God’s kingdom. Paid rewards is the one loyalty program that Jesus doesn’t offer. Jesus is not going to pay for your loyalty. Or, conversely, we cannot pay for better customer service, a bigger mansion in glory, and the best rewards once we meet our Maker. 
Paid loyalty, or fee-based loyalty programs, give customers immediate and ongoing benefits for a participation fee. Amazon Prime is the most well-known of paid loyalty programs. But it’s not offered in the kingdom of God. 
Entrance into heaven is solely a faith-based, grace-driven gesture originating in the heart of God. Any rewards offered to those already working for the Lord are also offered according to the grace of God, who doesn’t need to offer any rewards at all. The bottom line is that we cannot buy a reward. We cannot offer our influence, financial portfolio, even good works in order to get in line for a reward, Jesus’ comment about being rewarded “according to everyone’s works” notwithstanding. Rewards are initiated by God. God offers what God offers. God is not compelled to do anything. We receive our reward according to our works by the grace of God. 

Value Rewards
According to one source, “The idea behind a value-based loyalty program is to connect with customers on a deeper level. It involves donating a percentage of purchases to charity or welfare programs. You can offer multiple options for different charities to choose from or have one that genuinely aligns with your customers’ values. This program doesn’t actually reward customers. But it holds a special place for them, as the rewards are used to benefit society. For example, Sephora lets members donate their reward points to the National Black Justice Coalition.”
This type of customer reminds us of those who labor in the vineyards of the Lord and do so with no pecuniary interest whatsoever. They toil and work in their corner of the world for no other reason than to improve the lot of their fellow humans and to serve Jesus motivated by love and gratitude. These are the nameless and faceless who serve God in anonymity in soup kitchens, missions, food banks, hospitals, neighborhood watch groups and more. They model altruism at its finest and seek no reward. In so doing, they may be in line for the greatest rewards of all.

The Fine Print
Here’s the fine print: The topic of rewards in heaven is a gray area. There is not much we know for certain, except that there will be a reward for God’s faithful. So, at the very least, the idea of rewards should give every committed Christian pause. How loyal have I been? What is the value of the work I’ve done? What will be my final evaluation? 
The apostle Paul addresses this in his first letter to the Corinthian church: “If what has been built on the foundation survives, the builder will receive a reward. If the work is burned, the builder will suffer loss; the builder will be saved, but only as through fire” (1 Corinthians 3:14-15).
What Paul is saying here is a sobering thought: He knows that there are many Christians who will stand in line at judgment day with very little to show for the time they spend on earth. “The builder will be saved, but only as through fire.” In other words, like a person fleeing from a burning building, he or she will have nothing more than the smoking clothes upon their backs.
We can do better than this.
We can do better than wasting our time, resources and lives on things that do not matter.
We can build now on a solid foundation, with our eyes on eternity. And someday, we may hear our Lord say, “Well done, good and faithful servant; thou hast been faithful over a few things, I will make thee ruler over many things: enter thou into the joy of thy lord” (Matthew 25:23).
Amen.
—Timothy Merrill and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Sources:
Offner, Kevin. “Augustine on heaven and rewards.” C.S. Lewis Institute, cslewisinstitute.org, May 13, 2017. Retrieved November 19, 2021.
Peacock, Lindsey. “Keep them coming back: 7 innovative customer loyalty programs (and how to start yours).” Shopify. shopify.com, April 29, 2021. Retrieved November 3, 2021.

THE OTHER TEXTS 
Acts 16:16-34 
What Does the Text Say?
This text is steeped in irony. It follows the recounting of Paul’s vision of a Macedonian man beckoning the apostle to come (v. 9). Then Luke records that Paul crosses over to Macedonia, enters the city of Philippi, finds a place of prayer and encounters, not a Macedonian man, but two women — Lydia from Thyatira and a slave-girl. In contrast to the conversion of Lydia, a self-employed woman of some prominence (vv. 14-15), the nameless, possessed slave-girl supports her owner’s household as a fortuneteller. While Lydia converts willingly and serves as a vehicle for the conversion of her household, the slave-girl is unconsciously and unwittingly a vehicle of truth to all who hear her. Yet, her possession is a threat to the truth of the very message that she heralds. Her story becomes representative of far greater powers at play. The powers speaking through the slave immediately recognized the work of the Most High God. She followed the missionaries, crying out, “These men are servants of the Most High God, who proclaim to you a way of salvation.” After freeing the girl from possession, the story shifts. Difficulties arise that result in Paul and Silas being beaten and thrown into the innermost part of the prison and fastened in the stocks (vv. 22-24). Again, the story shifts as Paul and Silas praise God amid their circumstance, and God acts. In the middle of the night, amid darkness and in the midst of their chaos, God acts through the form of an earthquake that effectively removes the fetters of all the prisoners, and opens all the doors, while, miraculously, not harming a single person.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Paul and Silas in Concert. The text doesn’t say whether Paul was a tenor and Silas a bass. It doesn’t mention guitars or acoustical instruments. But it was a midnight concert for sure. What’s remarkable is that they were singing while in stocks and bonds. This is not the usual reaction people have when falsely accused, not to speak of being beaten and thrown into jail. But, it turns out that a lot of ministry was happening and about to happen. The two evangelists saw opportunity in their adversity, a lesson there for all of us. The text says: “About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the other prisoners were listening to them” (v. 25, NIV, emphasis added). When we’re singing in the rain, people are going to stop and take notice. Not only were the prisoners listening, they were so impressed that, when they had an opportunity to escape, they didn’t. Moreover, Paul and Silas were able to witness to the jailer’s household.

Psalm 97 What Does the Text Say?
Psalm 97 is an artful, worshipful assemblage of themes found also in other biblical passages. Several psalms honor the Lord as king. A number of biblical passages join Psalm 97’s puzzling declarations of praise: “All gods bow down before [the Lord]” (v. 7b) and “You are exalted far above all gods” (v. 9), for example. But in various OT periods, even faithful Israelites who worshiped solely Yahweh, the Lord God of Israel, acknowledged that people of other nations (and some Israelites) worshiped other gods and goddesses. Biblical writers asserted Yahweh’s superiority and majesty over all other gods, real or supposed. Clouds, thick darkness, fire, lightning, changes to mountains, etc., express God’s glory (vv. 2-6; and Psalm 18:7-14). Such theophanic images are similar to those in Exodus 19:16 ff. (Moses) and 1 Kings 19:11-12 (Elijah), both at Mount Sinai/Horeb. Responses to the Lord’s awesome glory vary. The earth trembles (writhes in fear, v. 4), idolaters are put to shame (v. 7) and all gods bow down before him (v. 7b). Yet Zion (Jerusalem) is “glad” (samah) and the towns of Judah “rejoice” (gil). God esteems righteousness and justice, and God loves and looks out for those who are faithful and righteous. See Charles Wesley’s “Rejoice, the Lord Is King.”
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Whom the Lord Loves. One way to preach a psalm is to look at the psalm in its entirety and deal with it as a whole. This approach reveals the general theme of the psalm and permits the preacher to examine its structure and components. Another strategy is to look for a striking expression or assertion, grab it and use it as a gateway to a larger theme. This latter approach is possible with this psalm. See verse 10, “The Lord loves those who hate evil.” Discuss. Who else or what else does the Lord love? Not only does the Lord love those who hate evil, but the Lord loves justice (Isaiah 61:8). It’s a small leap to infer that if God loves justice, God loves those who also love justice — and hate evil. What else? The Lord loves the righteous (Psalm 146:8). This verse is set in the middle of God’s care for the blind, the widow and orphan and the prisoners. God loves those who observe the commandments of God (see John 14:21). God loves the world (John 3:16). The preacher might conclude with 2 Corinthians 9:7, “God loves a cheerful giver.” Sit down and take the offering.

John 17:20-26 
What Does the Text Say?
At the close of his final prayer before his arrest, Jesus turns his attention to the followers whom he has not met. He prays for those who hear about Jesus through the message of the disciples and who then believe in him. He asks that, like the disciples, they might be sanctified in truth (v. 19). In addition, he prays that they will be included in the abiding unity of the Father and the Son. When they are, the world will see and believe that Jesus was truly sent by God. Jesus will give to them his glory, so that they can abide in unity. Through this chain of mutually abiding witnesses, the world will see that in sending Jesus, God was showing his love for them. The love that God has for them is equal to his love for Jesus. Jesus prays that after future believers present their unified witness upon earth, God might allow them to reside in the place where Jesus is. There they will see his glory, which is a gift from God who loved him before the time the world was founded. Jesus confesses to his righteous Father that the world does not know him. Nevertheless, Jesus knows him. Moreover, those who believe in Jesus know that God sent Jesus. To them, Jesus has revealed the name of his Father and will continue to reveal it. As he makes known who God is, he passes on God’s love to his followers by giving them his very self. The loving relationship Jesus shares with his Father widens to include those who believe in him and could eventually include the whole world.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Real Lord’s Prayer. The verses of today’s gospel reading are the final verses of the true “Lord’s Prayer” — a prayer that begins in verse 1: “Father, the hour has come.” This high priestly prayer has three sections. The first section (vv. 1-5) has Jesus praying for himself. The second section (vv. 6-19) has Jesus praying for his disciples. The third and final section (vv. 20-26) has Jesus praying for the church universal. Verse 21, “that they may all be one,” is an example of a phrase of Jesus that has become, to many, a cliché — and, as such, has become the rallying cry for the ecumenical actions among many of today’s denominations. Since the ecumenical implications of verses 21-23 were scarcely in Jesus’ mind, it is important that this passage be examined in the context of Jesus’ whole prayer, and his hope for the witness that would follow his death. Unless we believe that Jesus foresaw the future denominations of his church and left us a nifty slogan, we should search for Jesus’ original meaning, even though many have found an ecumenical challenge here in John’s gospel. For John, “oneness” is a central symbol. Jesus and the Father are one (10:30; 17:11), and Jesus desires all who come to faith to be one (vv. 21, 23). There is to be one flock and one shepherd (10:16). Even Jesus’ seamless robe (19:23-24) and the untorn net (21:11) show this oneness in John’s gospel. The work of Jesus has been to gather the people, save them and unite them into one. When Jesus prays that the disciples will be one, he asks that they may all live in God, as Jesus dwells in God (vv. 21-23). The oneness of those who believe in Jesus has two important features. First, they believe in Jesus. Second, those who have faith are commissioned to preach to others with the belief that faith will result from this work. The unity of the believers is modeled on the unity of the Father and the Son — unity that is fundamentally a united purpose, expressing itself in a common mission and message. And this is the true Lord’s Prayer.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

More than 90 percent of companies have some type of customer loyalty program.
Loyalty programs have proven themselves as one of the most effective tactics for increasing revenue and inspiring customer loyalty. As many as 84 percent of consumers say they’re more apt to stick with a brand that offers a loyalty program. And 66 percent of customers say the ability to earn rewards actually changes their spending behavior.
We know that it costs a lot less to sell to repeat customers than acquire new ones — that’s why brands invest in loyalty and rewards programs.
―Lindsey Peacock, “Keep them coming back: 7 innovative customer loyalty programs (and how to start yours).” Shopify. shopify.com, April 29, 2021. Retrieved November 3, 2021.

##

Speaking of rewards, here’s a story of a preacher who expected just a bit more when he got to heaven. A Baptist preacher and a New York City cab driver died on the same day and arrived at the Pearly Gates about the same time where they were greeted by Saint Peter. The revered saint of the original apostles checked the ledger, and then assigned the preacher to a beautiful cottage with a lovely English garden, trellises covered in wisteria. It was small, but charming.
The New York taxi driver, however, was rewarded with an enormous 15,000-square-foot mansion with fountains and gardens, swimming pool, par 3 golf course and many other amenities. Naturally, he was quite pleased.
But not the Baptist preacher. He complained to Saint Peter. 
The Keeper of the Gates replied, “It really is quite simple. When you preached, many were bored and fell asleep; but when this guy was driving, everyone stayed wide awake and prayed.”

##

Someday you may find yourself in a restaurant, an airport or a store with a member of the 2021 Atlanta Braves. You might remember him from that joyous throng bouncing around on the grass at Minute Maid Park in Houston after winning the World Series. And if you shake his hand, you might notice something missing.
The championship ring. Everybody wants it, but good luck finding someone who wears it.
“I haven’t worn it or looked at it since we got it,” said Alex Bregman, the third baseman for the Houston Astros. … “I’ve been focused on the next one.”
His ring, from 2017, is something like the sun: Bregman can always bask in its glow, but it’s very bright and he cannot look at it. The ring has 112 diamonds on top, one for each of the Astros’ victories in the regular season and playoffs that year. It also has an inscribed slogan, “Earned History,” which took on a bitter irony after revelations of the Astros’ electronic sign-stealing scheme from that season. …
Jeffrey Loria, an art dealer who owned the [Miami] Marlins in 2003, commissioned a championship ring with 228 diamond chips and 13 rubies, part of a massive showpiece with the team name displayed across a twisting fish, with a teal diamond as its eye.
“It was a lot bigger than we expected,” said Rick Helling, a pitcher for that team who now works for the players’ association. “It was so big they actually made a smaller one that you could purchase to wear.”
—Tyler Kepner, “The Thing Everyone Wants but No One Actually Wears,” The New York Times, November 3, 2021.
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/11/03/sports/baseball/world-series-rings.html.
Retrieved December 3, 2021.

##

With as much dignity as he could muster, the Old Man gathered up the sad remains of his shattered Major Award. Later that night, alone in the backyard, he buried it next to the garage. Now I could never be sure, but I thought that I heard the sound of “Taps” being played, gently.
—Ralphie Parker as an adult, narrating the 1983 film, A Christmas Story. His father’s “Major Award,” of course — familiar to anyone who knows this beloved comedy film — is a hideous floor lamp in the shape of a life-sized woman’s leg in a fishnet stocking. The Old Man won his “major award” as runner-up in a newspaper word-puzzle contest (with a little help from his wife, who gave him the winning answer). Ralphie’s mother is appalled at the arrival of this strange trophy in their house, but his father has an unaccountable attraction to it, displaying it in the front window as a sign of his “mind power.” Perhaps not so accidentally, she ends up breaking the lamp in a housecleaning accident, which leads to a memorable marital row.

##

Before there were frequent-flyer programs or other computerized points systems, the great-granddaddy of them all was S&H Green Stamps. Old-timers among us may remember licking and sticking long strips of those perforated stamps — received from various retailers — in collector booklets provided by the Sperry & Hutchinson Company.
Consumers stored up these bulging booklets at home, until they had enough to go to a Green Stamps Redemption Center. There they could exchange them for rewards like a small appliance.
The heyday of Green Stamps was in the 1960s. S&H claimed it issued three times more stamps than the Post Office and its rewards catalog was among the largest publications in the country.
The Sperry & Hutchinson company still exists, although their strip-mall Redemption Centers are long gone. They’ve disappeared as completely as Blockbuster Video stores. S&H Greenpoints is now an online rewards-points system — although the company says it will still accept any booklets of Green Stamps you may discover in your attic, converting them to gift cards.
—For more, see “Whatever happened to S&H Green Stamps?” Al.com, January 13, 2019.
https://www.al.com/living/2016/04/whatever_happened_to_sh_green.html.
Retrieved December 4, 2021.

##

[American Colonial theologian Jonathan Edwards preaches on the subject of rewards in heaven, acknowledging that some will be rewarded more richly than others, although no one will be envious of anyone else …]
There are different degrees of happiness and glory in heaven. As there are degrees among the angels, viz. thrones, dominions, principalities, and powers; so there are degrees among the saints. In heaven are many mansions, and of different degrees of dignity. The glory of the saints above will be in some proportion to their eminency in holiness and good works here.
Christ will reward all according to their works. He that gained ten pounds was made ruler over ten cities, and he that gained five pounds over five cities. Luke 19:17; 2 Cor. 9:6, “He that soweth sparingly, shall reap sparingly; and he that soweth bountifully shall reap also bountifully.” …
It will be no damp to the happiness of those who have lower degrees of happiness and glory, that there are others advanced in glory above them. For all shall be perfectly happy, every one shall be perfectly satisfied. Every vessel that is cast into this ocean of happiness is full, though there are some vessels far larger than others.
And there shall be no such thing as envy in heaven, but perfect love shall reign through the whole society. Those who are not so high in glory as other, will not envy those that are higher, but they will have so great, and strong, and pure love to them, that they will rejoice in their superior happiness.
—Jonathan Edwards, “The Portion of the Righteous,” December, 1740, in The Works of Jonathan Edwards, Vol. 2, online at Christian Classics Ethereal Library. 
https://www.ccel.org/ccel/edwards/works2.xv.viii.html.
Retrieved December 4, 2021.

##

A friend of mine shared this story with me. An angel was walking down the street carrying a torch in one hand and a pail of water in the other. A woman asked the angel, “What are you going to do with the torch and with the pail?” The angel said, “With the torch, I am going to burn down the mansions of heaven, and with the pail, I’m going to put out the fires of hell. Then we shall see who really loves God.”
That’s what grace does; it empowers those who really love and trust God, and frankly leaves all others in the realm of missed opportunity. …
Only the theme of grace is prepared to move religion beyond the bad and tired story line of reward and punishment. Up to now, we have largely mirrored ego-based culture instead of transforming it. We need grace to reform religion and to recapture the gospel. Only the theme of grace can move us from a religion of mere requirements (that is all about counting and measuring) to a religion of Divine Abundance which deeply transforms human consciousness (Ephesians 4:23-24).
As long as we remain inside of a win-lose script, Christianity will continue to appeal to low-level and self-interested morality and never rise to the mystical banquet that Jesus offers us. It will be duty instead of delight, “jars of purification” (John 2:6) instead of 150 gallons of intoxicating wine at the end of the party (John 2:7-10)!
—Richard Rohr, “Delight Rather Than Duty,” Richard Rohr’s Daily Meditation for May 5, 2014.
https://myemail.constantcontact.com/Richard-Rohr-s-Meditation--Delight-Rather-than-Duty.html?soid=1103098668616&aid=K5AZLBB6FfA.
Retrieved December 4, 2021.

##

COMMENTARY 
Revelation 22:12-14, 16-17, 20-21
Although the book of Revelation is filled with mysterious messages, magnificent visions and astounding, even inexplicable portents, it remains at its heart a letter. In its most basic form, Revelation is simply a letter sent out by a prisoner-preacher, intended to be read aloud to the small and struggling churches scattered throughout the Asian region. Like Paul’s letters, John’s Revelation begins with a standard formula of greeting and introduction. After all the fireworks and surprises, John’s work concludes with a similar literary closing, balancing its prologue with the respectable epilogue of Chapter 22. The content and verbal cues within this final chapter further remind us that like the letters of other Christian leaders, Revelation was intended to be read during worship services, probably as an introduction to celebrating the eucharist.
The divine speaker offers both a promise and a warning in verses 12-13. Christ reveals that his reward is present with him — in fact, Christ himself is the reward. Yet there is also a note of judgment intimated by the promise to “repay according to everyone’s work.” Settling accounts works both ways.
In verse 14, the seventh and final beatitude or blessing of Revelation is offered (the other blessings include 1:3; 14:13; 16:15; 19:9; 20:6; 22:7). The blessing uttered here is offered in shorthand form. Clearly, its reference is to 7:14, where the white-robed residents of heaven in John’s vision are described as those who “have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.” Now, in 22:14, the blessed ones are not only martyrs of the church but are all those who can be called Christian. Those who have “washed their robes” are those who have gone through the baptismal waters from death to life. It is as those who received Christ’s salvation that these faithful can claim a “right” to the “tree of life.” The gift of salvation is eternal life — full admission into the gates of God’s heavenly city. Forever barred from entering into this city are all those who choose to “love and practice falsehood” instead of Jesus Christ.
As John’s epilogue draws to an end, Jesus’ own authoritarian voice is asserted through the mediating angel. The intended public nature of all this information is clarified as “for the churches.” As information for the church, these concluding verses also suggest their liturgical use by the churches. First, in verse 16, there is a declaration of Jesus’ messianic identity that definitively affirms the fulfillment of Old Testament messianic expectations (see Isaiah 11:1). Jesus is described as both “the root” — that is, the very Creator of David’s existence — and a “branch” — a literal son of David. Jesus is both after David and before him. Also, as previously promised to the church at Thyatira (Revelation 2:28), Jesus is “the bright morning star” to all who recognize him and his messianic identity.
Verse 17 continues to offer material aptly suited to public worship and prayer. The content and structure here suggest a kind of Eucharistic litany. Moved by the inspiration of the Spirit, the bride (the church) offers up a threefold “Come.” This is the familiar cry of marana tha, “Our Lord, Come,” that liturgically incorporates the eschatological expectations of the faithful into worship. In the final invitation, the “one who thirsts” and is urged to “come” may here serve as an invitation to the Eucharistic table. A similar invitation to drink was issued in Revelation 21:6, and both it and 22:17 echo the urging to share in the water of life without charge found in Isaiah 55:1.
In direct response to this earnest threefold invitation for Jesus to “come,” Jesus himself affirms for a third time that he is coming soon (22:7, 12, 20). Jesus’ ringing “yes” (“I will come”) is answered by the only possibly appropriate human response, “Amen.” For good measure and a sense of liturgical finality, the text then utters one more marana tha, “Come, Lord Jesus.”
John’s Revelation clearly expects that Jesus will literally be returning at any moment. The struggling, persecuted, fragile churches in those first years long for the new age to be inaugurated by Christ’s presence. But until the parousia becomes a reality, the infant church finds solace and strength by bringing Christ’s presence into their midst through the eucharist. Their longing for Christ to “come” is answered liturgically and experienced spiritually every time the bread is broken and the cup is drunk. In this way, John’s final word to every church reading his letter comes true. In each celebration of the bread and the cup, the grace of the Lord Jesus, that is the saving act of love Christ offered up for our sake, is made available to “all the saints.”

CHILDREN’S SERMON Revelation 22:12-14, 16-17, 20-21
Hold up a calendar in front of the children and point out the date of the last day of school. Ask them how the coming of summer vacation makes them feel and invite them to tell you some things they are looking forward to doing. Agree that it is wonderful and exciting to think about something good that is on its way, and this is true whether we are talking about the coming of summer vacation or the coming of Jesus. Hold up the calendar again and ask them if they can predict the exact date that Jesus will return. Shake your head and say, “No, we don’t know the exact date.” But then stress that this does not make the coming of Jesus any less wonderful or exciting. Point out that Jesus says, “See, I am coming soon” (Revelation 22:12), like a good friend coming for a visit. Let them know that the Bible says, “Let anyone who wishes take the water of life as a gift” (v. 17), and this is like an invitation to open a wonderful gift that is on its way to your house. Remind the children that God has many wonderful things in store for them, and that they are only beginning to discover just how loving and generous our Lord can be. Encourage them to look ahead with excitement, because some fantastic things are coming.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General
Leader: We are God’s work of art,
People: Each one a precious gem, a marvelous tapestry, a potter’s delight.
Leader: We are God’s handiwork, reborn in Christ Jesus to be a blessing,
People: Every one of us, woven together in love, shaped with infinite compassion, painted with incredible beauty.
Leader: We are God’s creation,
People: All of us, touched by grace, saved by faith and beckoned to praise.

Prayers — General 
Teach us, good Lord,
To serve you as you deserve;
To give and not to count the cost;
To fight and not to heed the wounds;
To toil and not to seek for rest;
To labor and not to ask for any reward,
Except that of knowing that we do your will;
Through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
—Ignatius of Loyola, Spain, 16th cent., cited in The United Methodist Hymnal (Nashville, Tenn.: The United Methodist Publishing House, 1989), 570.

Benedictions — General
Pardoned by God’s abounding grace, empowered by God’s constant love and protected by God’s peace, let us go forth to serve God and others, always humbly aware of our own shortcomings, but always encouraged by the faithful and loving presence of God in Christ Jesus, to whom be glory and power, now and forever. 
Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
All Hail the Power of Jesus’ Name
Glorious Things of Thee Are Spoken
All Creatures of Our God and King
Worship and Praise* 
How He Loves (Crowder)
More Like Jesus (Stanfill)
The Lamb Has Overcome (Cottrell)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Seventh Sunday of Easter, Cycle C
Acts 16:16-34
Psalm 97
Revelation 22:12-14, 16-17, 20-21
John 17:20-26
