doctrine of the bema seat
I. Vocabulary and definition.
A. The Greek term bh/ma (bema) originally meant a step forward, a stride; it then came to denote the length of a step or stride; later, it came to be used of a dais or platform, normally located in a central part of the agora (town square), that was elevated and which was ascended by steps.
B. Normally a chair or seat was placed on the platform and it was used by the Roman governor and other authorities to make official pronouncements or to address the people.  Acts 12:21
C. It was frequently used by the ruling powers as a place to hear legal matters, render decisions and administer punishments.  Matt. 27:19; Jn. 19:13; Acts 18:12
D. While the bema seat was also used for athletic functions, it is not referenced specifically in the New Testament in that regard; however, Paul was clearly familiar with that.  ICor. 9:24-25; IITim. 2:5
1. The bema seat was the place from which officials would watch various contests (like the Isthmus games, which were held in Corinth and were second in importance only to the Olympics) and then distribute the awards to the winning participants.
2. Unlike modern competitions, there were no prizes given to those who finished second or third; only the winner was awarded the prize.
3. The contestants would compete for the prize under the careful scrutiny of judges who would make sure that every rule of the contest was obeyed. 
4. The victor of a given event, who participated according the rules, was taken to the Bema seat where he was given his prize.

5. The laurel wreath was placed on his head as a symbol of victory; at the Isthmian games the winner’s wreath was made of pine or wild, wilted celery, which adds emphasis to Paul’s statement about a perishable wreath.  ICor. 9:25
E. Although the term is used in a context of judgment, the Bema seat is not a place where God takes punitive action against believers.

1. Some Bible teachers view the judgment seat as a place of intense sorrow, a place of terror where Christ displays all the believer’s sins (or at least those he did not confess) before the entire church. 

2. Some go even farther by stating that Christians must experience some sort of punitive suffering for their sins at the time of this examination.
3. Although all Church Age believers will stand before the Bema, it is not a place of punishment with respect to personal sins; since all sins were judged in Christ, the law of double jeopardy indicates that they cannot be judged again.  Heb. 10:10,12a,14,18

4. Because all sins were judged in Christ, the believer’s relationship with God is not affected if those sins are confessed or unconfessed.
5. However, it is important to note that while sins are not the focus of the judgment, personal sins that are not addressed do impact the matter of the believer’s fellowship with God and so impact the potential for eternal rewards.  Jn. 15:4; IJn. 2:28

F. It is referred to as the judgment seat of Christ and the judgment seat of God.  IICor. 5:10; Rom. 14:10

II. The participants and purpose of the Bema Seat.

A. The participants.

1. The doctrine regarding the Bema seat is part of the mystery doctrines, revealed during the early portion of the Church Age and applicable to Church Age believers only.  ICor. 15:51

2. The Bema seat is not the place where unbelievers will be judged; that judgment will take place some 1000 years later at the great white throne.  Rev. 20:11-15

3. The New Testament makes it plain that everyone that has believed in Christ, without exception), will stand before Him and have his Ph2 production examined.  Rom. 14:10; IICor. 5:10

4. The Judge is Jesus Christ, who is uniquely qualified to act on behalf of God and to accurately evaluate man.  Jn. 5:22,27; Acts 17:31

a. As deity, Jesus Christ is qualified to act on behalf of God since He is absolutely righteous and seeks the glory of the Father and not His own glory.  Jn. 5:30

b. His judgment is confirmed by God the Father, which ensures the veracity, accuracy and righteousness of His judgment.  Jn. 8:16

c. Jesus Christ has perfect knowledge of all men, their actions and the motives that prompted those actions; therefore, His judgment is accurate because He has all the facts.  Jn. 2:24-25; Rev. 2:2,19,23, 3:1,8,15
d. Jesus Christ is qualified to judge believers since He was subject to every facet of the human condition except for sin. Phil. 2:7; Heb. 2:14,17

e. Therefore, God provided a man to judge all men, a man who is perfectly righteous, just, loving, true, knowledgeable and capable of executing this function.
5. For this reason, believers are to abstain from judging others since they cannot effectively evaluate the motives and intentions of the heart.  Matt. 7:1; ICor. 4:5

a. When believers choose to judge the mental attitude motivations of other believers it is a manifestation of arrogance and most often results in a judgment of condemnation.  ICor. 4:6-7; Rom. 14:13

b. This does not mean that there is no place for evaluating the actions of others since Jesus insisted that there is a time and place for rendering a righteous judgment.  Jn. 7:24
c. However, one must be very careful to examine the facts carefully and recognize that he is not privy to the mental attitude of the one he may judge.

d. Therefore, even when one makes a righteous judgment, he must recognize that he is not God and must leave the final disposition of the matter to the Lord.
B. The purpose.

1. The purpose of the Bema seat is to evaluate the Ph2 production of each believer in the Church Age; the believer’s production in time falls into one of two categories.  IICor. 5:10
2. The first category is called good, which is an adjective that describes things that meet a relatively high standard of quality; in this case, it refers to that which meets God’s standard for divine good production.

a. Divine good production must have the following components to qualify as divine good production and be eligible for eternal reward.

b. First, divine good production can only be produced by those that are believers in Jesus Christ, those that have been entered into union with Him and partake of the life of God through the Holy Spirit.  Rom. 8:1-4
c. However, one must not only have a personal relationship with Christ, he must remain in fellowship with Him in order to produce divine good.  Jn. 15:4-5

d. Second, divine good production must be sanctioned by the Word of God, which provides the parameters for service; this is one of the reasons believers need a steady diet of sound teaching to instruct them with respect to what constitutes divine good production.  Rom. 6:17; Col. 2:6-7; ITim. 4:6,16

e. However, one must recognize that there are categories of good that do not constitute divine good and will not be rewarded.
1.) Brakel
 suggests that there are four types of activity that can be classified as meeting the standard of good; the first is simply related to the human condition and includes the good of eating, drinking, working, sleeping, etc.  Eccles. 2:3,24, 3:12-13, 8:15

2.) The second type of good is civil good, which includes matters such as common courtesy, being friendly and helpful and obeying secular laws.  Rom. 13:3; IPet. 2:12,15

3.) The third is religious good, which includes such things as hearing and reading God’s word, praying, giving, helping the poor, etc.  Matt. 6:1-5, 23:23; Jn. 13:29

4.) However, one must acknowledge that these types of good behavior can be performed by any unbeliever and do not necessarily qualify as divine good production.

5.) The fourth type of good is the one that proceeds from one’s internal union with Christ and the working of the Holy Spirit; it is Divine good since it focuses on the matter of God’s will, knowing that will and executing it in the Spirit; this is the good that qualifies for reward.

f. Third, in order to qualify as divine good production, the believer must offer his service to God with the proper mental attitude motivation.  Matt. 6:1-2; IICor. 9:7; Phil. 1:15-17

g. Those deeds or works that meet these standards qualify as divine good production and will be rewarded appropriately.  ICor. 3:14

3. The second category of production is called bad, which is the English translation of the Greek adjective fau/loj (phaulos—bad, ordinary, worthless), which describes things that are morally substandard, things that are bad or of no real value.
4. These deeds include things not sanctioned by the Word of God, things done with the wrong motive and deeds done when one is out of fellowship.
5. While there will be no punishment for doing these things (these are not necessarily sinful, simply bad deeds), the believer will suffer the loss of rewards that he could have attained.  ICor. 3:15
III. The time and place of the Bema seat.
A. Jesus Christ indicates that His return is coming quickly, which does not indicate the timing or rapidity of His return but that His return will not be unnecessarily delayed.  Rev. 3:11, 22:7, 12, 20

B. He explicitly states the when He does return, He is bringing His reward with Him.  Isa. 40:10; Rev. 22:12

C. Although it is not explicitly mentioned, the Bema seat takes place immediately following the rapture; the awards ceremony will then take place in the second heaven, above the battlefield that is planet earth.
D. Following the Bema judgment, all believers will return to the third Heaven, be delivered from the hour of wrath that is coming on the inhabitants of the planet (Rev. 3:10) and will be united with the Lord forever.  IThess. 4:17
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