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PREPARING FOR THE RACE 

By Steven Edelman 

1 Corinthians 9:24–27 

1 Corinthians 9:24–27 24 Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one receives the 

prize? So run that you may obtain it. 25 Every athlete exercises self-control in all things. They do it 

to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable. 26 So I do not run aimlessly; I do not box as 

one beating the air. 27 But I discipline my body and keep it under control, lest after preaching to 

others I myself should be disqualified.  

With the Olympics starting in Rio, we will be beginning a new sermon series called “Olympic 

Spirituality.” Barton will continue this series next week and build on the Olympic theme. Today, we will 

be focusing on “Preparing for the Race.”  

In 1967, there was a fight to remember. Popcorn in hand, the crowd is charged, as history was 

going to be made.  A boxing match - George Foreman vs Muhammad Ali. Over the roar of the crowd, 

each fighter is announced, “weighing in 250 pounds” …. The bell is rung and the match starts. In the 

first and second round, George Foreman came out fighting hard. George said, “I gave him everything 

I had and I was looking for the knockout punch.” In the fifth, sixth round I even tried again when I was 

getting winded.” Muhammad Ali spent most of the match against the ropes protecting himself as 

George continued to throw punches. Muhammed was getting pummeled and looked like he was 

going to lose the match. In round eight, George Foreman became tired and was unable to knock 

down Muhammed. Muhammed waited for the moment when George Foreman was exposed and He 

knocked him out! Muhammad coined a new strategy called the “rope a dope.” He trained hard to be 

strong enough to withstand all the punches thrown at him. Norman Mailer described the advantage of 

Ali's rope-a-dope this way: "Standing on one's feet, it is painful to absorb a heavy body punch even 

when blocked with one's arm. The torso, the legs, and the spine take the shock. Leaning on the 

ropes, however, Ali can pass it along; the rope will receive the strain." He would position himself 

against the ropes in a defensive position and tire his opponent.  But when Foreman became tired 

from the beating he was delivering, Ali took advantage and won the match.” 

Muhammed Ali trained hard and smart to win a difficult fight. In 1 Corinthians 9:27 Paul is 

telling us how we can train harder and smarter in order to be successful at gospel living. Paul is giving 

his version of a locker room speech to the church as if it’s in the middle of a big game. He did this on 

the backdrop of the city preparing for their own version of the Olympics. You know the scene with the 

speech in almost every sports movie that features an underdog competing against a superior team. 

The coach passionately delivers inspirational words at halftime in a manner that fuels them to perform 
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at their best ability and win. Words like “Yes we can” oh wait that was politics. Wrong sport. “Great 

moments are born from great opportunity, and that's what you have here today… this is your 

time, now go out there and take it” said by U.S. Men's Hockey Coach Herb Brooks to motivate his 

team before they shocked the world and pulled off one of the greatest upsets of all time by defeating 

the Soviet Union hockey team at the 1980 Olympics.  

Paul’s objective in 1 Corinthian 9:27 is to motivate the church to engage and prepare for 

gospel living. He understood what it took to be an athlete who trained hard in order to perform with 

precision and strength to win. Paul would have been acquainted with the background of the Isthmian 

(\ˈis-mē-ən\) games - the equivalent of our Olympics. This event was held every two years, ten miles 

outside the city of Corinth. These games would draw the best talent from all of the Mediterranean. 

Athletes would compete in running, broad jumping, discus throwing, wrestling, boxing, 

gymnastics, and equestrian contests. They would compete aggressively, each striving for the 

Isthmian crown - a wreath of wild celery. Winners would not have to pay taxes for a lifetime and be 

exempt from serving in the military. They would also receive a statue molded of themselves, along 

with free university tuition. Decent prizes! 

Paul is illustrating how we can run the race well. The physical race parallels the spiritual 

race. Paul is telling us that we need to hustle because the gospel matters. To succeed at 

gospel living we need correct training. 

 

1. To succeed at gospel living we need correct training. 

Look at verse 1 Corinthians 9:25 “Every athlete exercises self-control in all things.” He is talking about 

having self-control in all areas of our life. A professional athlete trains both mentally and physically. 

We need to train mentally, physically and spiritually. 

A boxer named Floyd Mayweather said “Every day that I go to the boxing gym, I think about 

what my opponent is doing. In my mind, I’m trying to outwork my opponent. That’s what keeps me 

physically able to go out there and perform and not get tired. Each time I’m pushing myself more and 

more to the limit.” [Men's Health] 

The line from this quote that sticks out to me is where he talks about trying to anticipate and 

outwork his opponent. In verse 26 it says, “I do not box as one beating the air.” We have a real, 

active, intelligent and well-trained opponent. The enemy is at work and he wants to win. This time last 

week we as a church were praying and pleading for God to return to us safely Magdalena Botea. We 

cried, we searched, we networked and we begged God to deliver her from evil and give us a miracle. 

The enemy was hard at work, but our God is victorious. God wants to be our source of strength every 
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day…not just during a crisis. He wants to provide us with the tools we need to run this race for His 

glory. 

 
In our text, Paul says that an effective athlete must exercise "self-control." In Greek this term 

translates to -  train your desires. Everyone who competes in the Olympic games trains in a rigorous 

manner. They exercise self-restraint in order to push their bodies to be better – to outwork their 

opponent!  

To grow in strength an athlete must develop their muscles by straining and tearing them.  If 

you look at me, I am not the prime example of someone who has built muscle. Neither are many of 

you! Muscle is built by applying a load of weight greater than what your body or muscles are used to. 

After your workout, your body repairs or replaces damaged muscle fibers through a cellular process 

where it fuses muscle fibers together to form new muscle protein strands. Feeling sore after a 

workout means that we experienced some muscle damage from working out. The muscle repair 

does not happen while you actually lift the weights. Instead, it occurs while you rest. Isn’t that 

true for our spiritual growth?  In order to grow, we need to do the hard work that Jesus calls us to. 

Sometimes we get beat up and experience difficulty. Sometimes the pain comes from other 

Christians. Most of the time it’s because we live in a broken fallen world. In order to grow, we need to 

take rest in Jesus. We need to stop and acknowledge His Lordship. We need to receive nourishment 

and strength from Him. We need to repeat this process in order to grow in the gospel race and be 

effective. 

a) Self-control is essential for our preparation. 

Notice in the text that self-control is mentioned twice. In verse 25 “Every athlete exercise self-control. 

In verse 27 “discipline my body and keep it under control.” 

Our lives are an instrument that God uses to bring spiritual life. Paul is pushing us to do 

better so we are ready for spiritual battle. We don’t grow in our spiritual strength by operating out of 

feelings or fleshly desires. We grow by training ourselves to devote our lives completely to God. In 1 

Corinthians 6:20 when Paul says, “honor God with your bodies,” he is addressing self-control. Self-

control means to keep one’s behavior, emotions, impulses, or desires under control. To 

abstain from what feels good in the moment - but damages long-term gospel living.   It’s preparing to 

battle sin in your life. In order to grow in self-control, we must exercise self-control. Christian 

self-control is multi-layered. It involves both control over one’s behavior and impulses. It also includes 

our minds and our emotions — not just our external actions, but what is going on internally. To 
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prepare for the race you need to start exercising at some point. What I mean is, people grow 

spiritually when they start exercising their spiritual muscles.  

 Spiritual muscles are exercised when we serve Jesus when we don’t feel like it.   

 Spiritual muscles are exercised when we pray or read God’s Word. 

 Spiritual muscles are exercised when we are careful with our words. 

 Self-control is exercised when we hold back reactions that hurt. 

 Self-control is exercised when we manage our resources for Jesus. 

 Self-control is exercised when we take care of our health. 

 Self-control is a character trait of a person who spends time with God. 

A Godly person exercises self-restraint with the kingdom of God in mind. So you can run well! 

“Swimming against strong currents is how you prove you are a great swimmer.” 

Matshona Dhliwayo.  When you encounter problems and temptations, are you able to stand 

with Christ? When your faith is questioned, can you give an answer? When someone needs 

the love of God, can you tell them how Jesus has changed your life? Someone who exercises 

their spiritual muscles for the sake of the gospel is someone who is living for Jesus. In order 

to grow in self-control, we must exercise self-control. His self-control is essential for 

spiritual preparation. 

 

b) We need a proficient coach for proper guidance.  

Notice in verse 24 that “All the runners run” meaning that we are all chasing something. The 

question is: Who is coaching you as you run your life? You may be a skilled person running in the 

wrong direction. You may not even realize it. However, having the correct coach can really make 

or break an athlete or team. Skill on its own is not enough. Jesus needs to be your life coach! 

When we listen to the Spirit of God, we become refined and better.  He gives us the tools we 

need to live moment by moment.  God has given us direction in His word for Gospel living. True self-

control is His gift to us when we abide in Him. His self-control is produced in us when we let the Holy 

Spirit lead our lives. Step by step. Conversation by conversation. Trial by trial.  No matter what 

happens, the Spirit of God is directing you as you engage in gospel living. The perfect training comes 

from Him. As He disciplines our minds and bodies to submit to what God is telling us. 

Living on our own efforts for self-control is pretty weak. The efforts we give on our own 

strength to control ourselves will quickly turn to pride and weaken us. Jesus is the one who fuels us 

and changes us.  Jesus is the one who helps us master our God-given gifts so that we can be 

effective. Are you listening to what the coach is saying to you? He wants to give you the correct 

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/7978664.Matshona_Dhliwayo
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training for gospel living! When I spend time with Jesus and surrender the things in my life – I 

am better off. Do you really want to give up the things that are making you spiritually weak? 

When we go to the coach He helps us renew our thinking. Romans 12. When we meditate on his 

words, we are changed and strengthened. 2 Timothy 2:15. When we rely on Jesus we gain the power 

to fight and win.  

 

As God wants to refine you and prepare you He will challenge you as you spend time with Him.  

 What issue might God be challenging you to work on? 

 How open are you to receiving God’s help on this issue? 

 How have you resisted God’s help in the past? 

 If you grow in this area, what other areas of your life might be affected? 

 Who else in your life might be affected? 

 When are you going to get started? 

 When was the last time you shared the gospel with a friend? 

 Who have you shared the gospel with? 

 Are you praying for someone by name who doesn’t know Jesus? 

 How can you pray to get ready for this change? 

As we have seen, to succeed at gospel living we need correct training.  This takes self-control and 

proper guidance to help us accomplish gospel living.   

2. To succeed at gospel living we need to know the goal. 

In verse 26 “So I do not run aimlessly…” What prize are you living for? The decisions that 

you make day to day lead you in some direction. What is at the forefront of your mind that drives your 

decisions?   

You can’t win a race if you aren’t running or running in the wrong direction. In certain race car 

video games, if you are going in the wrong direction long enough, the game does an auto 

reset to point you in the right direction because the computer knows you are stuck! Are you 

hung up in your ways? Can’t seem to move beyond a certain point in your relationship with God? 

 

To win the race requires that you get in the race. We cannot serve God from the starting 

blocks. The gospel is the auto reset that points you in the right direction. Winning starts when you 

move towards Jesus. It is impossible to be victorious if you are stagnant.  Do we expect God to say 
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well done… when we are doing nothing or are running aimlessly? The athlete forgoes present 

pleasures and comforts for the sake of reaching the goal. They understand that if they ate fast food 

and sat on the couch they wouldn’t reach their goal.  

The entire purpose of Christianity is to help people know the gospel so they can experience 

the delight of knowing Jesus for eternity. Mark 1:14. The goal as 1 Peter 1:4 describes "an inheritance 

incorruptible, and undefiled, and that fades not away, reserved in heaven.". 

We can easily become sidetracked by other concerns and lose sight of this goal. We can 

become overconfident and fall. We can find ourselves chasing the wrong goal. Jesus said to seek the 

kingdom and the righteousness of God first (Matthew 6:33). He cautions us not to trust in riches (1 

Timothy 6:17-19). We are cautioned not to love the world, nor things of the world (1 John 2:15-17).   

As a church, we can adapt to the culture and easily lose direction if we don’t keep the gospel 

the main thing.  We can fill this church by doing the same things as the world.  We can also host 

“good” Christian events that draw people. We can participate in social justice.  However, without 

people sharing the gospel, we are in danger of chasing something other than Jesus. Geordon Rendle 

said it well last week. “So what?”  

Many will fail to reach the goal of heaven --- all run, but few receive the prize. In the race, you 

need to recognize that your opponent is Satan. He wants you to lose sight of why you are running! 

Are you living your life so that others may see Jesus through you? That is the goal.  

Why all this harping on self-control, why is it addressed and re-addressed. Most of us say it is 

common sense. But the fact is, in this spiritual race we are on, we are going to need it…if we are 

engaged; if we are truly participating it is absolutely guaranteed!!! There is going to come a moment 

when things get REALLY hard, there is going to come points when we hit THE WALL, when we are a 

breath away from falling to temptation; there will be a time where we are shaking with the exhaustion 

and the plain “hardness” of life, and we will need to use it. To use that training and self-control that we 

are called to. Paul pushes the point because he knows we will need it. We are assured of it. And our 

tendency as humans is not to persevere. We are prone to quit, to make excuses and ultimately to 

seek comfort. Our very nature is to avoid pain. But what if we don’t avoid it. 

Painful, exhausted, and growth are some of the words I heard from our leaders who were 

serving at Urban Adventures last week.  Painful, because many were pushing themselves to move 

out of their comfort zone. Exhausted, both physically and emotionally as they engaged our community 

throughout the day despite what they were feeling.  Growth, because they grew in spiritual strength 

as they entered the arena of gospel living. It was worth every minute of the challenge when a kid 

says, “I want to give my life to Jesus.” 
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To succeed at gospel living we need to know the goal. Finally, to succeed at gospel living we 

need to value the prize. 

 

3. To succeed at gospel living we need to value the prize. 

1 Corinthians 9:25 says “They do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable.” 

Athletes exercise such self-control in order to get a crown that will not last. In verse 25 is says 

(literally, “a perishable crown”); a crown made out of withered celery. Paul is talking about a 

permanent prize. What is this permanent prize? He talks of the perishable wreath athletes of the first 

century contended for. It would not last. But our prize is indestructible. It is eternal and we shall be 

perfectly harmonious with our God and our new home. It will never get better than that. 

When there are projects around the house that our daughters can do, we started giving them a little 

bit of an incentive. It could be something like vacuuming out the van.  The first question out of her 

mouth when asked to a project is “how much?” The higher the number the higher the motivation. 

Right? 

Perhaps the value of the prize can best be seen in the words of Jesus in Matthew 16:26. “For 

what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and forfeits his soul? Or what shall a man give in 

return for his soul?” The prize is invaluable.  Nothing is better! The prize is life changing. Jesus didn’t 

die on the cross so we can sit back and enjoy lattes and tea.  

Paul's illustration shows us that we need to go hard after the prize of Christ-likeness. We are 

here for that purpose. We were made for this purpose. But make no mistake, your pursuit of 

Christ-likeness will be greatly diminished if you continue to maintain your “rights” to cling to 

other things.”  

Do you live in a way that you value the gospel? What is it worth to you? Are you persevering 

as if the gospel matters in your life? Paul says “run hard” like you are chasing something 

prized. Are you preparing yourself so that you can be effective for Jesus? 

 A Christian lives out the gospel because they understand that a knowing Jesus is worth it. 

Heaven will be worth it. 

With Christ-like training, seeking the right goal and valuing the prize, one day we will possess the 

incorruptible crown.  
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Charles Spurgeon says, “Have you no wish for others to be saved? Then you're not saved yourself, 

be sure of that!”  

If you have made a decision to follow Jesus.  

It’s game day. The whistle has been blown. What will you do? 

 

 “Radical obedience to Christ is not easy... It's not comfort, not health, not wealth, and not prosperity 

in this world. Radical obedience to Christ risks losing all these things. But in the end, such risk finds 

its reward in Christ. And he is more than enough for us.” 

― David Platt, 

 


