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Session 11: The Crown He Crowns
Merit: God rewarding his own gifts

PART 1  ·  LEADER PREPARATION GUIDE

Session Overview

Discovery Aim. The group discovers the New Testament’s enormous, unembarrassed vocabulary of reward: wages, 
treasure, crowns, repayment, "well done", and then discovers Paul’s grammar for it in a single verse: "I worked 
harder than any of them, though it was not I, but the grace of God which is with me" (1 Cor 15:10). Merit, rightly 
understood, is God crowning his own gifts.

Catholic Touchstone. "With regard to God, there is no strict right to any merit on the part of man" (CCC 2007), and 
yet, adopted as sons and moved by the Spirit, we can truly merit, for the merits of our good works are gifts of God’s 
goodness (CCC 2008-2010, in substance). The Catechism seals its entire section on merit with St. Thérèse’s empty 
hands (CCC 2011): the same prayer your group met in Session 2. Hold both ends and you hold the doctrine.

What You Need to Know

"Merit" is the most misheard word in Catholic theology, so build tonight in the right order: first let the group be 
startled by how much reward-talk is in the Bible, then give them the grammar that keeps it grace. The reward texts 
are not marginal, and most are red-letter: "Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven" (Mt 5:12); the 
Father "who sees in secret will reward you", said three times in one chapter (Mt 6:4, 6, 18); "lay up for yourselves 
treasures in heaven" (Mt 6:20); "Well done, good and faithful servant... enter into the joy of your master" (Mt 25:21, 
23); "each shall receive his wages according to his labor" (1 Cor 3:8); "God is not so unjust as to overlook your work 
and the love which you showed for his sake" (Heb 6:10); "Blessed is the man who endures trial, for when he has stood 
the test he will receive the crown of life which God has promised to those who love him" (Jas 1:12); and Paul facing 
death: "I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. Henceforth there is laid up for me 
the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will award to me on that Day, and not only to me but 
also to all who have loved his appearing" (2 Tim 4:7-8). A study that hid these texts to protect grace would be hiding 
Jesus to protect Jesus.

Then the grammar. The live discovery is 1 Corinthians 15:10, where Paul takes credit and hands it away inside one 
sentence: "by the grace of God I am what I am... I worked harder than any of them, though it was not I, but the grace 
of God which is with me." Pair it with 1 Corinthians 4:7: "What have you that you did not receive?" That is the whole 
Catholic doctrine of merit in apostolic shorthand: the work is real, the worker is real, and the power, the calling, and 
the crowning all arrive as gift. St. Augustine gave it the Church’s permanent formula, writing to Sixtus: when God 
crowns our merits, he crowns nothing other than his own gifts. Trent built the guardrails: nothing before justification 
merits justification (the group has known this since Session 2), and afterward, our good works are simultaneously 
truly ours and wholly grace’s fruit.

The key that unlocks the objections is sonship, Session 6’s cargo. An employer’s wage is owed across a counter 
between strangers; a father’s reward to his child moves inside a relationship the father himself created, toward a 
child whose talents, opportunities, and very existence came from him. When a father pays his daughter for chores, no 
economist calls it market wages, and no sane person calls it meaningless; it is love, training the child in real agency. 
God’s rewards are that, at infinite scale. This also explains the vineyard parable (Mt 20:1-16), which your steelman 
will fire: the master’s question, "do you begrudge my generosity?", destroys wage-entitlement thinking, exactly as the 
Church does; it does not erase the same Gospel’s "your reward is great."

Also mark what Paul’s two crown statements do side by side. Mid-race (Phil 3:12, last session): "not that I have 
already obtained." At the finish (2 Tim 4:7-8): "there is laid up for me the crown." Not a contradiction but a 



biography: the confidence Paul refused to presume at mile eighteen he received with both hands in the last stretch, 
and he immediately universalized it: "and not only to me but also to all who have loved his appearing." The crown is 
not an apostle’s exception. It is the family inheritance.

Old Testament Roots and Fulfillment

Abraham returns a final time. After the mountain, God speaks the Old Testament’s great reward sentence: "By 
myself I have sworn... because you have done this... I will indeed bless you" (Gen 22:16-17); and earlier: "Fear not, 
Abram, I am your shield; your reward shall be very great" (Gen 15:1). Notice the order the group already discovered in 
Session 4: the call and the promise came first, gratuitously; the rewarded obedience grew inside them. God rewards 
Abraham for a faith God himself planted, on a road God himself opened: crowning his own gifts, in Genesis. Ruth 
gives the doctrine its gentlest scene: Boaz to the Moabite widow gleaning his field: "The LORD recompense you for 
what you have done, and a full reward be given you by the LORD, the God of Israel, under whose wings you have come 
to take refuge" (Ruth 2:12). Full reward, and refuge under wings, in one blessing, to a foreigner whose loyal love 
(hesed) God repays into the very genealogy of David and of Christ (Ruth 4; Mt 1:5). And Psalm 62:12 states the 
principle the whole Bible assumes: "to you, O Lord, belongs mercy. For you repay a man according to his work", mercy 
and repayment in the same verse, because in God’s economy the repayment is a form the mercy takes.

Voices of the Church

VOICE OF THE CHURCH  ·  St. Augustine of Hippo
Letter 194, to Sixtus (418)

"When God crowns our merits, he crowns nothing other than his own gifts."

One sentence, and the whole dispute dissolves. The crown is real, the merits are real, and every ounce of both was 
grace first. The Church has repeated Augustine’s line for sixteen centuries because no one has said it better, and 
the Catechism’s merit section (CCC 2006-2009) is essentially this sentence with paragraph numbers.

VOICE OF THE CHURCH  ·  St. Bernard of Clairvaux
Sermons on the Song of Songs (12th century)

St. Bernard teaches, in substance: my merit is the mercy of the Lord; I am not poor in merit so long as he is not 
poor in mercy; and if the mercies of the Lord are many, then many too are my merits.

This is not wordplay; it is the doctrine’s emotional register. The saint does not carry his merits like invoices; he 
carries them like love-letters received, and finds that counting them and counting God’s mercies come to the 
same arithmetic.

VOICE OF THE CHURCH  ·  St. Thomas Aquinas
Summa Theologiae I-II, q. 114 (treatise on merit)

St. Thomas teaches, in substance: between God and man there is the greatest inequality, so no creature holds a 
merit claim against God by absolute equality; no one can merit the first grace for himself; but God has freely 
ordained that, moved by grace and charity, our works should truly count, even in justice as he has established it, 
toward the eternal life he prepared; so merit rests on God’s own gracious ordination, not on any claim we bring.

The Angelic Doctor’s architecture, in short: merit is real because God promised, not because we invoiced. A 
promise-keeping Father is the entire foundation.

Catechism Connection

CCC 2007. With regard to God, there is no strict right to any merit on the part of man; between him and us the 
inequality is immeasurable. Every objection’s legitimate fear, conceded in the Catechism’s first breath.



CCC 2008-2009. The merit of our good works is due first to God’s grace, then to our collaboration; and filial adoption, 
making us partakers of the divine nature (Session 6’s doctrine, doing tonight’s heavy lifting), can confer true merit as 
a result of God’s gratuitous justice.

CCC 2010. No one can merit the initial grace of forgiveness and justification; moved by the Spirit and by charity, we 
can then merit the graces needed for sanctification and for the attainment of eternal life. The whole map of this study 
in one paragraph: free start, real growth, crowned finish.

CCC 2011. The Catechism closes its merit section by quoting, in full, St. Thérèse’s Act of Oblation: appearing before 
God with empty hands, asking him not to count her works. The Church’s last word on merit is the prayer your group 
met in Session 2. Show them; the symmetry preaches itself.

Thread Watch

THREAD WATCH  ·  leader only, never read aloud

Crown thread: tonight is its coronation. The wreath (S10), the crown of life (Jas 1:12), the crown of righteousness (2 
Tim 4:8). The crown is now the study’s open image. The title verse remains sealed; if anyone quotes Revelation 3:11 
from their own reading, smile and say "three weeks of discipline left, and you will see why it was worth it." Do not 
confirm or deny.

St. Thérèse payoff. When CCC 2011 lands, take the group back to Session 2’s empty hands explicitly. The study’s grace-
first foundation and its merit doctrine are the same teaching at two depths; the Catechism itself joins them, and your 
group gets to watch.

Sonship payoff. Every objection tonight is answered from Session 6 (adoption, partakers of the divine nature). If the 
group answers the steelman with "because we are sons, not employees" before you do, the study has worked.

Paul’s two statements. Phil 3:12 (last week) and 2 Tim 4:7-8 (tonight): mid-race humility, finish-line confidence. One 
sentence connecting them; it inoculates against reading tonight as presumption.

Purgatory question: park it. Reward according to works may surface "what about being cleansed/tested by fire?" (1 
Cor 3 sits near tonight’s texts). Exactly right instinct, exactly two sessions early. Parking lot: SESSION 13.

Session Goals

1.  The group can list five New Testament reward texts from memory of tonight, most in Jesus’s own voice.

2.  Participants discover Paul’s merit grammar in 1 Cor 15:10 and can repeat it: real work, all grace.

3.  The group can state St. Augustine’s crowning-gifts formula and the sonship key.

4.  The steelman (Lk 17:10, Mt 20, filthy rags) is heard at full strength and answered without weakening either grace 
or reward.

5.  Every participant can say why CCC 2011’s empty hands and tonight’s crowns are one doctrine.

Time Note

Plan for 85 minutes. Win 10, Build 50, Send 12, prayer 6. If running long, cut Build question 2 (Ruth becomes one 
sentence in your OT summary) and compress the Dig Deeper. Never cut the 1 Cor 15:10 discovery or the CCC 2011 
reveal; the second is the night’s standing ovation.
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Opening Prayer

PRAY TOGETHER

Father, everything we have, we received, and still you promise to reward what we do with it. Teach us tonight the 
arithmetic of your house, where mercy and repayment are one, where sons are paid in inheritance, and where 
the crowns you give are your own gifts, shining back at you. Through Christ our Lord. Amen.

WIN  ·  Opening Questions

•  When you were a child, did anyone reward you for something they had actually taught you, equipped you, and 
driven you to do? What was that reward really made of?

•  Honestly: does the idea of God rewarding your works attract you, embarrass you, or worry you? Where did that 
reaction come from?

BUILD  ·  Into the Text

Leader: rapid-fire opening. Assign six readers: Matthew 5:11-12; Matthew 6:1-4; Matthew 6:19-21; Matthew 25:20-23; 
Hebrews 6:10; James 1:12. Read them back to back without commentary. Then ask:

1.  You just heard six passages, most from Jesus himself. Collect the vocabulary: what words does the New Testament 
use, without embarrassment, for what God will do with the works of his people?

ANSWER  ·  share after the discussion

Reward, great in heaven (Mt 5:12); the Father who sees in secret will reward you (Mt 6:4); treasures in heaven (Mt 
6:20); "Well done, good and faithful servant... enter into the joy of your master" (Mt 25:21, 23); "God is not so unjust as 
to overlook your work and the love which you showed for his sake" (Heb 6:10); "the crown of life which God has 
promised to those who love him" (Jas 1:12).

Sit in the surprise: this vocabulary is dense, deliberate, and mostly red-letter. Whatever the doctrine of merit must 
avoid, it cannot avoid these texts; a gospel too pure for reward-talk is purer than Jesus.

Live discovery. Say: "Now find Paul doing the impossible: taking credit and giving it away in the same sentence. Read 1 
Corinthians 15:9-10 slowly, and 1 Corinthians 4:7. Underline every claim Paul makes about his own work, and every 
claim he makes about where it came from."

2.  What does Paul claim for himself in 1 Corinthians 15:10, and what does he claim in the same breath? And what 
does 1 Corinthians 4:7 ask that settles the source of everything?

ANSWER  ·  share after the discussion

"By the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace toward me was not in vain. On the contrary, I worked harder than 
any of them, though it was not I, but the grace of God which is with me." A real boast and a total surrender, 
welded. The work was really Paul’s: sweat, shipwrecks, sleepless nights. And it was really grace’s: the power, the 
calling, the perseverance, the man himself. And 4:7 closes every gap: "What have you that you did not receive?"

That sentence is the Catholic doctrine of merit before the word existed. St. Augustine gave it the permanent formula: 
when God crowns our merits, he crowns nothing other than his own gifts. The crown is real; the merits are real; the 
whole supply chain is grace.



3.  Read 2 Timothy 4:6-8, and set it beside last week’s Philippians 3:12 ("not that I have already obtained"). Same Paul. 
What changed, and what does he immediately do with the crown in verse 8?

ANSWER  ·  share after the discussion

What changed is his position on the course. Mid-race, Paul refused the finish-line claim; now, "the time of my 
departure has come," and the man who would not presume at mile eighteen receives with both hands at the tape: "I 
have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. Henceforth there is laid up for me the crown 
of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will award to me on that Day." Not presumption ripening; hope 
arriving.

And then the doctrine’s most generous move: "and not only to me but also to all who have loved his appearing." 
Paul universalizes the crown in the same sentence he claims it. It is not the apostles’ trophy case; it is the family 
inheritance, promised to everyone in this room who loves his appearing and, by grace, holds course.

4.  Sonship is the key that makes reward grace instead of wages. From Session 6 and tonight: why is a father 
rewarding his child fundamentally different from an employer paying a stranger?

ANSWER  ·  share after the discussion

The employer and the stranger meet across a counter as equals in a contract; the wage is owed, and paying it is mere 
justice. The father stands on both sides of the ledger: he gave the child existence, talents, training, the task, and the 
strength for it; his reward moves inside a relationship he created, and it is love wearing justice’s clothes, training the 
child in real agency. No economist calls a child’s chore money market wages; no sane person calls it meaningless.

That is CCC 2007-2009 in a kitchen: no strict right to merit exists between God and us, the inequality is immeasurable; 
and yet filial adoption, God really making us sons (Session 6), lets him freely ordain that our Spirit-moved works truly 
count. Merit rests on the Father’s promise, not our invoice. He is not our employer. He is our Father, and he keeps his 
word extravagantly.

Build, Then Press

Leader: full strength.

A Reformed friend says: "Merit is where Rome gives the game away. Jesus said: ‘when you have done all that 
is commanded you, say, "We are unworthy servants; we have only done what was our duty"’ (Lk 17:10). 
Isaiah says all our righteous deeds are like a polluted garment (Isa 64:6). And the vineyard parable buries 
wage-thinking forever: men who worked one hour received the same as men who bore the day’s heat, 
because the kingdom runs on generosity, not timesheets (Mt 20:1-16). Any doctrine that has God owing you 
a crown for your works has left the gospel."

5.  Grant everything in that which is true, and notice who else grants it. Then answer from tonight’s texts.

ANSWER  ·  share after the discussion

Grant it loudly, because the Church signed it first: nothing we do before grace merits grace (Trent, and Session 2); with 
regard to God "there is no strict right to any merit on the part of man" (CCC 2007, nearly the objection’s own words); 
Luke 17:10 is gospel truth: even completed duty grounds no claim; and the vineyard master’s "do you begrudge my 
generosity?" demolishes entitlement arithmetic exactly as the Church does. If merit meant invoicing God, the objection 
would win, and Rome would be first to concede.

But now the objection must survive the same Gospel it quotes. The Jesus of Luke 17:10 is the Jesus of "your reward is 
great in heaven," "the Father who sees in secret will reward you," and "well done, good and faithful servant." Isaiah 
64:6 belongs to a communal confession of Israel’s sin; whatever its full reach, it cannot mean the Spirit’s fruit in the 
justified counts for nothing, or Hebrews could not say "God is not so unjust as to overlook your work and the love you 
showed" (Heb 6:10), and the righteous Judge could not "award" a crown of righteousness (2 Tim 4:8). The resolution is 
not to mute one set of texts; it is Paul’s own welded sentence: I worked; not I, but grace (1 Cor 15:10). Reward without 



entitlement, merit as crowned gift, sons paid in inheritance. And if you want the Catholic doctrine’s true face, look 
where the Catechism ends its merit section: with St. Thérèse, before God, empty-handed, asking him not to count her 
works (CCC 2011). A Church that closes her merit chapter with empty hands is not running a timesheet religion.

DIG DEEPER  ·  Where the Catechism Ends Its Merit Section

Open a Catechism to paragraphs 2006-2011 and watch the architecture: no strict right to merit (2007); all merit due 
first to grace (2008); adoption confers true merit by God’s gratuitous justice (2009); the initial grace absolutely 
unmeritable (2010); and then, as the section’s final word, paragraph 2011, having taught that the charity of Christ is in 
us the source of all our merits, quotes from the Act of Oblation of St. Thérèse of Lisieux: that in the evening of this life 
she will appear before God with empty hands, asking him not to count her works, wishing to be clothed in his own 
justice.

Your group heard those empty hands in Session 2, when the study laid its grace foundation. The Church’s official 
summary of merit ends on the same prayer. That is not a coincidence; that is the doctrine, whole: hands empty of 
claims, filled by Christ’s charity, and then truly crowned.

SEND  ·  Taking It Out

•  "God is not so unjust as to overlook your work and the love you showed" (Heb 6:10). What hidden faithfulness in 
your life have you assumed God overlooks? What changes if he is keeping it like treasure?

•  Whose unseen, unthanked work could you honor this week, the way the Father who sees in secret does? Name the 
person and the gesture.

Live It This Week

Work one thing in secret. Do one deliberate act of love this week that no one but the Father will ever see (Mt 6:4). 
Feel what it is to bank treasure.

Pray Paul’s sentence. Each evening: "I worked today; yet not I, but the grace of God with me." Both halves, every 
time.

Reread the finish line. 2 Timothy 4:6-8, once, slowly, and pray to be counted among "all who have loved his 
appearing", because that love, persevered in, is exactly whom Paul included.

Closing Prayer

PRAY TOGETHER

Father, what do we have that we did not receive? And still you promise crowns. Make us workers who labor hard 
and claim nothing, sons who trust the inheritance, and saints who arrive, at the last, with empty hands, to find 
them filled by you. Through Christ our Lord, the righteous Judge who loves to give. Amen.

SCRIPTURE MEMORY VERSE

"I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. Henceforth there is laid up for 
me the crown of righteousness."

2 Timothy 4:7-8a  (RSV2CE)
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PART 3  ·  LEADER REFERENCE CARD

Every passage used in this session, in order.

Passage Where it is used in this session

Matthew 5:11-12; 6:1-4, 19-21 Rapid-fire reward texts (Build Q1)

Matthew 25:20-23 "Well done"; enter into the joy (Build Q1)

Hebrews 6:10 God not unjust to overlook your work (Build Q1, Send)

James 1:12 The crown of life (Build Q1)

1 Corinthians 15:9-10; 4:7 Live discovery: Paul’s merit grammar (Build Q2)

2 Timothy 4:6-8 The crown of righteousness; universalized (Build Q3, memory verse)

Philippians 3:12 Last week’s mid-race refusal (Build Q3 contrast)

Genesis 15:1; 22:16-17 Abraham: reward inside prior gift (OT roots)

Ruth 2:12 "A full reward... under whose wings" (OT roots)

Psalm 62:12 Mercy and repayment in one verse (OT roots)

Luke 17:10; Isaiah 64:6; 
Matthew 20:1-16

Steelman texts, granted and answered

1 Corinthians 3:8 Wages according to labor (leader background; 1 Cor 3 returns Session 13)


