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I count it an honor to be able to be a speaker at the 1992 Protestant Reformed Young 

People’s Convention. I wish to thank the young people of Faith Church for inviting me to speak. 

My prayer is that this speech, as well as the others that are given, may be of benefit to you who 

are attending this year’s convention. 

The Christian is an athlete. The athlete that the New Testament speaks of frequently and 

to which the Apostle Paul refers in a passage like I Cor. 9:24-27 is the Olympic athlete. The 

Apostle and the Corinthians to whom he is writing were very familiar with the Olympic games. 

These athletic events originated among the Greek city- states already long before Christ was 

born, in 776 B.C. Corinth was a Greek city-state. Every four years the games were held in the 

Valley of Olympia on the western coast of the Grecian peninsula near the city of Elis. 

Contestants and spectators not only from Greece, but from the far-flung reaches of the empire 

would come to participate in the games and all the festivities connected to the games. Although 

there were no satellites or television transmission, news of the results of the games spread 

quickly to even the remotest parts of the then-known world. 

The Apostle makes reference to a number of Olympic events in I Cor. 9:24-27, as well as 

elsewhere in his epistles. In its origin, the Olympic contest consisted only of a foot-race. Even 

later when other events were added the foot-races were still prominent and the featured events of 

the contests. This explains the fact that the athlete to whom the Christian is most often compared 

in the New Testament is the runner. Call to mind Paul’s well-known words in II Tim. 4:7, “I 

have fought a good fight, I have finished my course, I have kept the faith.” This explains why in 

I Cor. 9:24-27, although various Olympic events are referred to, the emphasis here too is on 

running. Paul writes in verse 24, “Know ye not that they which run in a race run all, but one 

receiveth the prize? So run, that ye may obtain.” And again in verse 26 he says, “I therefore so 

run. . . .” 

Gradually other events were added. In time the pentathlon became the featured event, 

consisting of running, jumping, discus throwing, the hurling of the javelin, and wrestling. 

“Striving for the mastery” in I Cor. 9:25 is a reference to wrestling. Later, boxing was added. In I 

Cor. 9:26b Paul refers to this event: “So fight (literally “box”) I, not as one that beateth the air.” 

Still later, chariot racing and horse racing were introduced. 

The Christian, now, is an athlete. The Apostle does NOT have in mind what many people 

today have in mind when they talk about the Christian athlete.. Most people today immediately 

think of the professional sports figures who profess to be Christians, who notwithstanding their 

repeated violation of the Sabbath Day, not to say anything of their worldly lifestyle, call 

themselves Christians. They are not “Christian” athletes. Neither does the Apostle have in mind 

those Christians who enjoy and participate in athletics. There is a place for this in the life of the 

Christian. But this is not the Christian athlete that the Apostle is referring to. 

The point of the Apostle is that from a spiritual point of view, the Christian is an athlete. 

The Apostle makes a comparison between the Olympic athlete and the Christian. From a certain 

point of view the life of the Olympic athlete resembles the life of the Christian. 

Every Christian is an athlete. There is no exception; to be a Christian is to be a Christian 

athlete. If you are a Christian, by virtue of your being a Christian, you are a Christian athlete. 



There are no couch-potato Christians, Christians who are merely spectators, not themselves 

actively involved in the contest they are witnessing. You, I trust, are a Christian athlete. 

THE CHRISTIAN ATHLETE’S TRAINING 

To every athlete training, preparation, and practice are vital. Success on the court, or the 

diamond, or the playing field doesn’t just happen. It takes hours and days and weeks and months 

of rigorous training and conditioning for an athlete to be successful, regularly successful. 

Generally, those most committed to work in practice, those most committed to the demands of a 

training program, are the most successful in competition. For the Christian athlete, too, training 

is vital. 

From a certain point of view, it is impossible to separate training from striving, the actual 

participation in competition. For the Olympic athlete, first there was a time of training, and after 

the training was all over the competition, the athlete’s brief moment in the sun. Was it worth it? 

Did all the hours of training pay off? Although, even for these athletes, their training was a con-

tinuous thing; as soon as the competition was over, the training started all over, probably for 

some other contest or for the next Olympics. For the Christian, the training and the actual striv-

ing in the contest cannot really be separated. The Christian is ALWAYS in training; all his life 

long he is preparing himself for the contest; his training is never finished. At the same time as he 

is training, he is also involved in the contest, striving for the mastery. 

We ought to note several things about this training. 

In the first place, the training of the Olympic athlete was INTENSE. The training of the 

Olympic athlete began usually about a year before the actual games. The athlete in training 

devoted himself full-time to rigorous preparation for his event. Long hours were spent day after 

day practicing, practicing, practicing. The Olympic athlete simply spent himself in time and 

energy in getting ready for the games. 

So it ought to be for the Christian. We ought to be in training and we ought to be intense 

in our training effort. Are you, young people? I tell you, the Lord has given you some spectacular 

training facilities, the best of equipment, none better in all the world. It is no understatement to 

say that there are no young Christian athletes in all the world who have the kind of training 

facilities that you have. You have a covenant home. You have been brought up in a faithful 

Reformed church. You have received instruction in Reformed Christian schools, for many of 

you, Protestant Reformed Christian schools. You have attended catechism classes, Bible study 

societies, the annual Young People’s Conventions. 

But do you use these facilities that God has provided for you? Is your use of them an 

energetic, an enthusiastic use? And are you thankful to God for this training that you have? 

In the second place, it is important to note that one of the outstanding motivations of the 

Olympic athlete in training was the glory of the gods. In its beginning and in the hundreds of 

years of its early existence, before the modern reintroduction of the games, the Olympics was a 

religious festival. The purpose of the Olympics was the glorification of the Greek gods, 

especially Zeus the king of the gods. Now that religious character has been lost to the modern 

Olympics. But that was very definitely the origin of the Olympics. 

That, too, must be true of the Christian athlete. He has one goal in mind, and that goal is 

the glory of God. Not his own personal glory is the outstanding goal of his running and striving. 

That is the goal of the Olympic athletes today: their glory and the glory of their nation. But for 

the Christian the goal is far higher: the glory of God. It is with a view to that goal that he trains, 

is willing to train intensely. 



In the third place, the purpose of the Olympic athlete’s training was development, 

improvement. The Olympian was interested in getting better and better, in honing his skills, in 

reaching always the next level. There was no room for complacency. Complacency always leads 

to defeat. That is true of the great athletes. The best athletes are fierce competitors. But they are 

in competition, not so much with others, but with themselves. They are always working at it to 

improve their own game, to learn that new move, to master that additional skill. 

This, too, must be true of the Christian athlete. He must never be satisfied with the status 

quo. But he must always be striving for improvement, always advancing in the Christian life, 

going on from grace to grace. If we are not going forward, then it is the case that we are actually 

going backward. 

In the fourth place, with regard yet to the Olympic athlete’s training, that training 

required extreme self-sacrifice and self-denial. No athlete who was unwilling to make that 

sacrifice, to discipline himself to that extent could possibly succeed. The Olympic athlete had to 

practice what I would call “purposeful neglect.” He had to let everything go that did not directly 

benefit his training. Every distraction had to be set aside, every pleasure forfeited in the interests 

of his training and his running the race. 

This self-sacrifice comes out in a passage like I Cor. 9. It’s brought out by the Apostle in 

vs. 25 when he speaks of “striving” for the mastery. Literally the word that the Apostle uses 

there is “agonize.” The Olympic athlete was in agony in his training and running of the race. 

That bespeaks self-sacrifice and self-denial. In the same verse, the Apostle speaks of the fact that 

in their striving, in their agonizing, the Olympic athlete was “temperate.” That refers to self-con-

trol, self-discipline. He denied himself even those things legitimate in themselves in the interests 

of his training. For example, he would be on a strict diet, denying himself certain tasty bever-

ages, particularly alcoholic beverages, and delicious foods. 

This self-denial also comes out in verse 27: “But I keep under my body, and bring it into 

subjection: lest that by any means, when I have preached to others, I myself should be a cast-

away.” Paul compares himself to a boxer. And the adversary that he is boxing is HIMSELF. It is 

his own body. The body finds the Christian life too demanding, too taxing. The body is always 

interested in ease. The body is always craving those things that bring pleasure to the body. The 

body finds the grueling, demanding life of the Christian athlete too much. Paul, now, disciplines 

that body. 

He beats that body into submission. He has himself in control and focused. 

And how about you, my fellow Christian athletes? Are you willing to pay the price of 

denying yourself? Do you do this? Does attendance at the house of God on the Lord’s Day come 

before your own recreation? Does giving of your hard-earned money to the cause of the gospel 

come before your spending it on yourself? Are you temperate? Do you deny yourself not only 

those things which are positively detrimental to your running the race, but even those things 

which perhaps are not terribly detrimental but which certainly are of no real help to you in the 

contest? 

THE CHRISTIAN ATHLETE’S STRIVING 

After his training, the Olympic athlete competed in his event. That was his “striving for 

the mastery.” About that striving, I want to notice several things also. 

In the first place, that striving was NECESSARY. As important as training was, that 

training was pointless apart from the striving. That was the purpose of the training: to prepare the 

athlete for the actual competition. It was in the competition that the days and months of prepa-

ration would pay off. 



For the Christian athlete, too, striving is necessary. It isn’t enough to train; it is also 

necessary that you put your training into practice in the striving. This is absolutely necessary. 

There is a relationship between striving for the mastery and obtaining the crown of victory. That 

comes out in Verse 24: “Know ye not that they which run in a race run all, but one receiveth the 

prize? So run that ye may obtain.” Running is the necessary way to receiving the prize and 

obtaining the victory. The simple truth is that there is no reward, no victor’s crown, no receiving 

of the prize apart from striving. 

There are some who fail to receive the prize because they have never even trained. But 

there are others who although they were trained, did not receive the prize because 

notwithstanding their training they did not put their training into practice. They did not strive. 

In the second place, in his striving the Olympic athlete gave it his all. Every great athlete 

gives it his all, and gives it his all consistently. The Apostle indicates that by what he says in 

verse 24: “Know ye not that they which run in a race run all, but one receiveth the prize? So run, 

that ye may obtain.” That was true in the Olympic contests: one received the prize. That doesn’t 

mean that only one in the church, or very few are going to gain the prize. But the Apostle’s point 

is that because the athletes knew that there was going to be only one winner of the race, they ran 

for all that they were worth. They gave it all that they had. 

This must be true of the Christian athlete. Is it true of you? Do you use all your talents in 

the service of the kingdom? Do you utilize all your time and energy in the service of the 

kingdom? Do you press all that you are and all that you have in the running of the race? 

In the third place, in their striving every Olympic athlete was under the strict supervision 

of a coach. Coaches were assigned to the athletes. The athletes did not hire or fire their coaches 

at their own whim. But they were at all times under the authority of the coach who had been 

assigned to them. That coach controlled every aspect of the life of the athlete. He did not only 

instruct him in technique. But his whole life was regulated by his coach: what he would eat and 

drink, when and how much; how much sleep he should have; when he should rise in the morning 

and retire in the evening; how much free-time he should have - it was all in the hands of his 

coach. And if he did not carefully abide by the instructions of the coach, he was expelled from 

the competition. 

The Christian athlete, too, is under strict supervision, the strict supervision of God and 

God’s Word. That Word of God controls every aspect of the life of the Christian athlete. Willing-

ly he submits himself to that supervision of his life. Any running of the race, any striving for the 

mastery must be according to that Word, never contrary to it. 

One more thing about the Christian athlete’s striving. Every good athlete must be willing 

to play hurt. The best athletes play hurt. They overcome adversity and personal injury and do not 

allow these things to keep them off the field or on the bench. He plays in spite of the sprained 

ankle, the bruised ribs, the gimped-up knee, the sore shoulder, and the strained back. He is out 

there because he has the grit and the determination that the great athletes all have. 

That, too, must be true of the Christian athlete, that he is willing to play hurt. The injuries 

will come. Sometimes those injuries come from those without. Sometimes those injuries come 

from within, the most painful kind of injury. But the Christian athlete does not allow these 

injuries to stand in the way of his striving or cause him to quit the race. 

THE CHRISTIAN ATHLETE’S REWARD 

In both his training and in his striving the Christian athlete is motivated by the hope of 

reward. 



That was a powerful motivation for the Olympic athletes. The Apostle refers to that 

reward in the text. There is reference to the “prize” in verse 24, and to the “crown” in verse 25. 

The reward, the prize was a little garland of victory, a wreath of leaves and flowers woven 

together and placed on the head of the victor. 

Besides, there was the glory that the victor enjoyed. No heroes were glorified in ancient 

Greece and Rome like the Olympic champions. The man who was crowned with the wreath of 

victory was acclaimed throughout the nation. He would be honored as long as he lived. In order 

to perpetuate his memory, his name and Olympic achievements were entered into a public 

register. A statue of his likeness was placed in the sacred grove of the gods at Olympia. Odes 

were written in his honor by the greatest poets of the days. 

Besides the glory, the Olympic champions were accorded special privileges. On returning 

to their hometown, the victors were paraded through the city streets in chariots beautifully 

decorated, to the cheers of throngs of well-wishers. Usually the victor was given a new home, a 

yearly stipend, immunity from taxation or military service, and an honorary position on the city 

council. 

For the Christian athlete, too, there is a reward. That reward is eternal life for the body 

and the soul. It is more than that, it is glory. Not human glory, vain glory, temporary glory. But a 

sharing in the glory of God in Jesus Christ. That we must have before us; that we must keep 

before our eyes as the goal of the race. 

For the sake of that prize we must exert ourselves strenuously in the race, give our all, 

endure every hardship, make every sacrifice. 

Their crown was corruptible. It didn’t last. But our crown is an incorruptible crown. If 

they spent themselves in the pursuit of a corruptible crown, how much more should not we strive 

for the incorruptible. 
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