God’s promise in Revelation is “to repay according to everyone’s work” (22:12). While we may assume, based on our experience, that a fair wage for a day’s work was always the common standard, that was by no means true in the Roman Empire, Revelation’s historical context. Roman society was militaristic and authoritarian. Most people dwelt at the bottom of the pyramid and very few made it to the top. The empire was built upon a sizeable foundation of slave labor (slaves received no compensation) and the agricultural peasantry, whose income was barely enough to survive. An intricate system of patronage supported the upper echelons of society, ensuring a continual flow of wealth upwards towards their superiors. The higher-ups responded by offering tips to those below them. 

Gratus was the Latin name for those beneficent gifts from above, the grease that kept the social machine humming. Gratus recipients were expected to show “gratitude” and to feel “ingratiated” with their superiors. In the Roman Empire, “to repay according to everyone’s work” was an unknown concept. You got what you got, and if you were not happy with it, too bad. This is significantly different from the commonwealth of God, where to be rewarded according to your work was the ultimate dream of justice.

We know that if we have faith in Jesus we are saved and promised everlasting life with God. That eternal reward depends solely on the work of Christ at the cross and not on our good works. So, what is Jesus talking about here? In what manner and with what currency will we be rewarded “according to our works”? What good deeds might qualify for this divine gratuity? If we add up all the good things we’ve done in life we might expect a hefty tip from Jesus; but, by the same token, our tips might be diminished by the bad things we’ve done. It might be good to know where we stand before we meet Jesus. Is our tip revenue substantial or meager? Tipping in God’s realm is a matter of perspective, of common practice, and is meant to be popular.

Tipping is really a matter of perspective. Surveys consistently show that most people think tipping has accelerated to absurd levels. Tipping a teenager 30% for pushing a cheeseburger and fries through a drive-up window is a bridge too far for many people; but if you are the teenager working minimum wage, you have a totally different perspective. We must remember that as followers of Jesus we are not the consumers irritated by rising tip expectations; we are the wait staff in an industry known as the Realm of God. We are the worker bees, the laborers in the field, the rank and filers, the grunts, the frontline workforce, the servants of others. 

Christians are part of a service industry, a sharing economy, a care-giving institution known as the church. We do not expect to be tipped for donating to the food bank, or visiting the sick, or housing the homeless, or proclaiming the good news about Jesus. As Christians, this is what we do. This is who we are. Yes, our charitable work might be appreciated by others, but we keep our eyes focused on Jesus. The apostle Paul wrote, “Whatever task you do, work as if your soul depends on it, as for the Lord and not for humans, since you know that from the Lord you will receive the inheritance as your reward; you serve the Lord Christ” (Col. 3:23-24).

As customers, we may be irritated by all the hands reaching out demanding tips; but as servants of Jesus, our own hands are extended to receive our “inheritance” from the Lord. Revelation 22 promises a reward, if the service we render on earth justifies it. Christians serve others much like the wait staff who bring our food, the housekeepers who tidy our rooms, or the cab drivers who get us to the airport on time. We may feel underappreciated and underpaid, but Christian perspective holds that service to others is essential to faith.

Tipping is also a matter of practice. People get tipped based on performance. Similarly, Revelation 22 reminds us that we must undergo a “performance review” before entering our heavenly home. Jesus says, “I will give to each person according to what they have done” (Rev. 22:21). The work we do now, how we live, serve others, and reflect Christ’s love, are significant. The fact that we labor for a future reward does not mean we are earning our way into heaven; it does mean our faith should bear fruit now. As James 2:17 says, “So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.” It may seem odd to be applauded for committing simple acts of decency, but James says that such acts constitute “pure religion.” Our acts of kindness, random or targeted, do not go unnoticed by the Divine Magistrate before whom we shall one day stand.

This heavenly reward is open to everyone. Tipping in God’s economy is mean to be popular, intended for all, not just a privileged few. Unlike an awards ceremony, where everyone is awarded based on merit and which leaves some people out, there is a more inclusive and unrestricted aspect to the Judgment Day awards. Verse 17 says, “The Spirit and the bride say, ‘Come.’ And let everyone who hears say, ‘Come.’ And let everyone who is thirsty come. Let anyone who wishes take the water of life as a gift.” 

If we earnestly seek Jesus, we get an invitation to the banquet. Jesus’ reward is not reserved for a select few and is not based on social status. All those who seek Jesus, all those who thirst for God, are invited to come and to receive. His invitation stands in stark contrast to the world’s system of reward and merit. In God’s economy, no one is excluded from the opportunity to receive eternal life. You do not have to “earn” your way in; you are invited by the grace of God, and your reward comes through faith in Jesus Christ.
These words of Jesus are meant to allay our fears of rejection. We think we are not good enough. We have secrets that lie hidden. We harbor regrets. We fear the judgment of others. To dispel our fears, Jesus offers us the one thing without which we cannot live: water. “Let everyone who is thirsty come. Let anyone who wishes, take the water of life as a gift” (22:17). If we seek Jesus, if we thirst for him, we will find him, and we will drink deeply of the water of eternal life. 

Revelation 22 closes with a beautiful reminder: “The one who testifies to these things says, ‘Surely I am coming soon.’ Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!” (v. 20). Our response to the promised reward Jesus offers should be one of anticipation and readiness. Just as we prepare ourselves for service in this world, looking to do our best in hopes of receiving acknowledgment, so should we live our lives in faithful service to Jesus, ready to meet him when he returns. Tipping is a transactional expectation, but Christian discipleship is a faithful response to the grace and love that God has already shown us in Jesus Christ.

In other words, we live not for the reward, but for the One who rewards. The tipping culture is temporary and transactional, but the reward Jesus promises is eternal and rooted in his deep love for us. Our earthly mission is to love, to show mercy, and to be fair. As we love others, serve the poor, and share the gospel, we participate in the work of God’s evolving reign, knowing that the reward God offers is far greater than anything this world can provide. We believe and we have faith in both God’s grace and Christ’s saving work on the cross. On Judgment Day we will wait and wonder what the verdict is going to be. We are not looking for a cut of the tips or an extra star in our crown; it would be more than enough if we could hear the Lord say to us, “Well done, good and faithful servant…Enter into the joy of your master” (Matthew 25:23).

Prayer: Lord Jesus, we look forward to Your coming soon! Lead us by Your Word of Truth and Spirit as we do what You will for us and receive the reward that You have promised. Thank You for dying in our behalf so we can be cleansed from all unrighteousness, have the right to eat of the tree of life, and enter the Holy City to be in Your holy presence forever. Thank You for protecting us from all evil so we can experience only holy delights in Your kingdom throughout eternity.
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In the 1935 classic Marx Brothers comedy, A Night at the Opera, the pompous con man Otis P. Driftwood (Groucho Marx) has this snappy exchange with a member of a ship’s crew:
“Do they allow tipping on the boat?”
“Yes, sir,” says the crewman.
“Have you got two fives?”
“Oh, yes, sir,” replies the man, obviously delighted.
“Then you won’t need the 10 cents I was going to give you.”

Tipping is a common practice, particularly in service-oriented establishments like restaurants. But businesses that never seemed to ask for tips before, like grocery stores, fast-food restaurants, and self-checkout machines (it’s true!), are now asking for tips these days. All of this has led to “tipping fatigue” among consumers. According to California State University, Northridge marketing professor Nora Moran, the surge can be traced back to the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic. “During the pandemic, it became normal to tip more because people realized the value that essential workers have and, of course, the economic situation was different…While tipping has always been a way to supplement service worker income, [the pandemic] just opened the floodgates. It suddenly became more common to ask for tips in new contexts.”

According to a 2023 Pew Research survey of nearly 12,000 adults in the U.S., about 72% say they are being asked to tip service workers more frequently and in greater amounts than in the past. Researchers call it “tip-flation.” Tipping is now an expectation in places like coffee shops, hair salons, hotels, valet car parks, and even the neighbor kid’s lemonade stand. Tipping is usually more exciting for the recipient than it is for the giver since it can add upwards of 20% to the bill. Tipping is a reward for good service rendered. But what if tipping reflected something deeper? What if tipping pointed to a spiritual truth? 

In Revelation 22:12, we see a different type of reward for good service. Jesus promises, “See, I am coming soon; my reward is with me, to repay according to everyone’s work.” To repay…according to everyone’s work. Just as tips are bonuses bestowed on someone for exceptional service, so Jesus suggests that his reward is based on “everyone’s work.” The text suggests we can expect a rather handsome reward if we serve the Lord faithfully. I know that sounds a little like works-righteousness, but that is not what Jesus means.

