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Olympic Spirituality 
“Finishing the Race” 

2 Timothy 4:6-8 
~ Delivered at Central Baptist Church on August 28, 2016 by Pastor Barton Priebe 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 (SHOW SLIDE 1) Please open your Bibles to 2 Timothy 4.  

 One of the great moments in the Rio Olympics occurred during the men’s 10km race.  Mo Farah, the 

defending gold medalist and favourite to win, was a few laps in when he tripped and fell.  The pack ran 

by him but Farah got up, fought his way back into the pack, moved to the front and ended up winning 

the race. 

o The same thing happened in a race to Eric Liddell.  He is the famous Olympic champion from 

1924 whose life was depicted in the Oscar winning film Chariots Of Fire.  Liddell’s famously 

said, “It’s not how you begin the race but how you finish that is important.”   

 In this series we have seen that the Bible compares the Christian life to an Olympic race.  In fact, 

Hebrews 12 says that God has marked out a particular racecourse for each Christian.  As you run your 

course God also has particular purposes for your life.  Acts 13:36 says, “when David had served God’s 

purpose in his own generation, he fell asleep.”  What was true of David is true of you. 

o Ephesians 2 says that “[you] are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, 

which God prepared in advance for [you] to do.”   
 As you use your gifts and abilities in the place God has placed you, he will accomplish 

his purposes through you.  He accomplishes these works as you strive to be a godly 

student, mother, father, accountant, engineer, nanny, doctor, teacher, nurse, husband or 

wife. 

 Now here is the big point: as we strive to run this race we, like Liddell, often stumble and fall.  As a 

result we are tempted to quit.  Serving Jesus, loving Jesus, and trusting Jesus is not always easy.  We are 

a lot like Timothy.  Timothy is the young man Paul wrote this letter to.  He was the pastor of a church in 

a world-class city like ours.  But Timothy felt like quitting.  You might not be a pastor but I’m sure you 

can relate to Timothy. 

o Timothy felt like quitting because, like us, he faced great pressure.  The church was filled with 

powerful and difficult people.  Timothy wanted to quit so bad that Paul had to write him and 

command him to stay there in Ephesus and finish his work.  

o Timothy felt like quitting because like many of us, he felt that his personality seem ill suited to 

what God asked of him.  He was temperamentally timid.  He struggled with fear so much that in 

chapter 1 Paul tells Timothy that, “God did not give us a spirit of timidity, but a spirit of 

power.”  The word ‘timid’ pictures a soldier fleeing from battle.   

o Timothy also felt like quitting because, like us, his culture was not exactly receptive to 

Christianity.  Life in Ephesus centered on the temple of Diana who was the goddess of fertility.  

To serve and speak of Jesus meant facing great social opposition and being considered narrow 

minded.  

o Add to all this that Timothy grew up in a home where his father was not a Christian.  Although 

his mother and grandmother were believers, he did not have a dad to model to him what it meant 

to persevere as a Christian through difficult times. 

 Timothy had fallen down and did not feel like getting back up to finish the race. 

 I wonder how many of you are lying on the track feeling demoralized, dejected, and discouraged.  You 

have served Jesus.  You have loved Jesus.  But somewhere along the way serving and trusting him got 

hard.   

o By the grace of God, I am praying that today’s message will get you up on your feet and, like 

Liddell and Farah, get you running again.  “It’s not how you begin the race but how you finish 

that is important.”   
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 Paul writes this entire letter to encourage Timothy and us to finish well.  Here in chapter 4 Paul seeks to 

encourage us by pointing us to the example of older Christians who have gone before us.   

o Paul says we should do three things with older Christians that we might be encouraged to get up 

and finish the race.  First, receive their handoff.  Second, remember their race.  Third, rejoice in 

their reward. 

 

RECEIVE THE HANDOFF 
 The first thing Paul says then is to (SHOW SLIDE 2) receive their handoff.  

o Look at verse 6.  READ 6 - For I am already being poured out as a drink offering, and the 

time of my departure has come.  Paul is an old man.  He is in prison for speaking about Jesus 

and knows that he is about to be put to death.  2 Timothy 4 is the very last chapter we have of 

Paul’s writing.   

 Shortly after he wrote this last letter, the early church historian Eusibieus tells us that 

Paul was beheaded with a sword.1   

 Paul describes his impending death with two images.  The first image is a drink offering.  The drink 

offering was the final part of the animal sacrifice.  In Numbers 15 we read that the animal was to be 

roasted along with fine flour mixed with oil.  As the delicious smell of bbq’d meat and bread was rising 

up the priest was to pour out a litre of wine.  The constant refrain in Numbers 15 is that this sacrifice is a 

‘pleasing aroma for the LORD.’ 

o Paul had offered his whole life as a living sacrifice to Christ.  When Paul wrote to the Philippians 

we was a younger man and was in prison.  He wondered if he had arrived at the final stage of the 

sacrifice and wrote, “But even if I am being poured out like a drink offering on the 

sacrifice…I am glad and rejoice with all of you.”   
 What was a possibility in his younger years is now a reality.  And notice that his life is 

being poured out.  God is pouring it out.  God has used his life and will now use his death 

to point to Jesus.   

 The second image of Paul’s impending death is a powerful one.  He calls his death a departure.  READ 

6 - For I am already being poured out as a drink offering, and the time of my departure has come.   

o This word is used of a ship being loosed from its moorings in order to set sail.  The Christian 

does not fear death.  For all those who know Jesus, death means finally setting sail for the land 

we have always dreamed of.  I cannot help but think of one of the final moments in The Lord of 

the Rings when Frodo, after fulfilling his calling, gets to sail west in the white ship.  We read, 

 “Then Frodo kissed Merry and Pippen, and last of all Sam, and went aboard; and the 

sails were drawn up, and the wind blew, and slowly the ship slipped away down the 

long grey firth…and the ship went out into the High Sea and passed on into the West, 

until at last on a night of rain Frodo smelled a sweet fragrance on the air and heard 

the sound of singing that came over the water.  And then it seemed to him that…the 

grey rain-curtain turned all to silver glass and was rolled back, and he beheld white 

shores and beyond them a far green country under a swift sunrise.”2  Oh I yearn for 

that day when my ship will be loosed and I will sail to the land where I will see Him 

whom I have so long desired. 

 But now we must ask why Paul has brought up his impending death.  Aren’t we a little off our theme of 

finding the courage to finish well?  Not at all.  This is why Paul brought it up.  How do I know that?  

What is the first word in verse 6?  “For.”  Whenever you see the word ‘for’ you must ask what it is there 

for. 

o The word ‘for’ connects verses 6-8 with what Paul has just said in verse 1-5.  In verses 1-5 Paul 

has given pastor Timothy a charge to fulfill all that God has called him to do.  READ 1, 5 - I 

charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living and the dead, 

                                                 
1 Eusibeus, Church History, 2.25; 3.1. 
2 J.R.R. Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, 1007. 
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and by his appearing and his kingdom: preach the word; be ready in season and out of 

season; reprove, rebuke, and exhort, with complete patience and teaching. For the time is 

coming when people will not endure sound teaching, but having itching ears they will 

accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own passions, and will turn away from 

listening to the truth and wander off into myths. As for you, always be sober-minded, endure 

suffering, do the work of an evangelist, fulfill your ministry. 
 So do you see what Paul is saying?  He is saying, “Timothy, do what God has called you 

to do. Fulfill your calling.  I am about to die.  I have served God’s purposes in my 

generation but now I am handing the baton off to you, the younger generation.”  
 So this passage is a call to the younger generation to receive the handoff from the older generation.  You 

may not be called to preach but God has unique purposes for your life that only you can do.   

o  

o So what kind of generation will we be?  Will it be said of us that we lived for ourselves 

pampering our lives with ease, comfort, television, and pleasure or will it be said of that we took 

the baton and ran hard with it?  Oh let it be said of us that were not ashamed of the gospel.  Let it 

be said that we sacrificed time, effort, and finances to see Jesus exalted.  Let it be said of us, as it 

is said of the early church, that the church in our day exploded not because of a few pastors but 

because housewives, doctors, engineers, teachers, tradesman, and students worked in the world 

and spoke of their faith to those they met in a natural fashion. 

 Here at Central, will the older ones pass the baton to the young generation?  Younger 

generation, will you step up and take it? 

 So if you feel like quitting today and are lying on the track hear the call of those who went before you.  

It is a call to get up.  It is a call to receive the baton and to keep running.   

 

REMEMBER THEIR PERSEVERANCE 
 In the second place if you want to receive courage to finish well for Jesus then look to older Christians 

and (SHOW SLIDE 3) remember their perseverance. 

o Look at verse 7.  READ 7 - I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept 

the faith.  The common thread in all three of these metaphors is perseverance through hardship 

and struggle right to the end.   

 First, Paul says he has fought the good fight.  This is an athletic metaphor referring to the wrestling and 

boxing competitions in the Olympic Games.  Paul has engaged himself in the one good thing worth 

struggling for and that is living for Jesus – knowing Jesus, serving Jesus, and making Jesus known. 

o Paul is not saying this out of pride.  He is like a boxer who has given every ounce of energy and 

now sits exhausted but satisfied at the end of the fight.  Now he turns to Timothy and says, 

“You’ve seen me finish.  Now you need to get up off the mat and keep going.”   In 1 Timothy 

1:3 he had called Timothy not to quit but to stay in Ephesus and keep serving Jesus and then 

said, “Timothy, my son, I give you this instruction…so that by following them you may fight 

the good fight.”   
 You are in the same fight.  A fight to love, trust, and serve Jesus.  A fight to keep serving 

other people even when it means suffering and hardship.  When I am 80 I don’t want to 

be feeling fresh because I sat in the corner my whole life.  I want flop down in the corner 

exhausted but deeply satisfied because I fought a good fight.  I want to smile but through 

a bruised and bloodied face that did not quit when the fight was fierce.  To get this 

courage remember the fight of those who went before you. 

 Paul also says “I have run the race.”   

o Paul’s racecourse was clear.  He defined it in Acts 20:24 when he said, “I only know that in 

every city the Holy Spirit warns me that prison and hardships are facing me. However, I 

consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I may finish the race and complete the task the 

Lord Jesus has given me.”  What task was that? “the task of testifying to the gospel of God’s 

grace.  Paul is saying, “Timothy by God’s grace I have done it.  You can to.” 
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 The fact that the Christian life is called a fight and a race should tell you that it can be 

hard.  Boxers get punched in the face.  Runners must push through great pain for hours 

on end.  Is it worth it?  Listen to Jesus: “The gate is wide and the way is easy that leads 

to destruction, and those who enter by it are many. For the gate is narrow and the way 

is hard that leads to life, and those who find it are few.”  When you feel like quitting 

remember the perseverance of those who have completed the race.  

 Finally Paul says he has kept the faith.  That is, he has not forsaken God and all the truths of the gospel 

but has to the very end believed and defended them.   

o The Christian life is a marathon.  It is no good to run 5km of a marathon and then quit.  You 

must finish the race.  And we draw great strength to get up and keep running as remember the 

perseverance of those who went before us. 

 For me this means considering my heritage.  I remember visiting my grandpa and grandma Priebe’s 

grave and thinking about how faithfully they served God and finished well.  Standing over those graves I 

drew great strength and through tears said, “By God’s grace I will serve as you did.  Your God is my 

God and I will use my life for Him.” 
o When I find being a pastor hard I remember my heritage.  I am a fourth generation preacher on 

my dad’s side.  When I feel like quitting I remember my father, grandfather, and greatfather and 

their perseverance over decades of preaching and pastoral ministry.  

 When I think of marriage I look to my grandparents on my mom’s side.  Just before they passed away 

we celebrated their 60th anniversary.  I receive strength for I want to hold my wife’s hand when I am 80 

years old and say, “I have always been faithful to you.”   

o When I think of being intentional to raise my children to love God I remember my grandfather 

on my mom’s side. He was a shy man and the furthest thing from a teacher or public speaker.  

Yet I remember how he, and my own father also, after supper each night would get out the Bible, 

read a portion of it, and lead the family in prayer.  Their example spurs me on. 

 Do you see it then?  When you are young and have fallen in the race and feel like quitting remember the 

perseverance of those went before you.  You will need different heroes than me for your race.   

o Like Timothy you may not have a father who loved Jesus.  Timothy found a spiritual father in 

Paul.  You need to find that.  Find heroes in the Bible.  Find heroes in biographies.   

 Find heroes in the church.  Ask some of these older saints if you can take them out for 

coffee.  Listen to their life.  Ask them how they persevered. 

 

 

REJOICE IN THEIR REWARD 
 So in order that we might finish well we must look to older Christians.  First, receive their handoff.  

Second, remember their perseverance.  Finally,  
(SHOW SLIDE 4) rejoice in their reward. 

o READ 8 - 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.   
 Again Paul is using an athletic metaphor from the Olympic Games.  When the race was 

done the victor was brought before the people.  (SHOW SLIDE) The crown was a 

wreath of laurel leaves woven together and was placed on the head of the victor.   

 Paul says there is a great day coming when Jesus, the impartial and righteous judge, will reward his 

faithful people.  It is the day when “the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud 

command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God.”  On that day “when the 

Son of Man comes in His glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit on his throne.”   
o On that day Paul says Jesus will award to him the crown of righteousness.  That is to say he will 

give him the crown, namely righteousness.  The crown therefore is righteousness.  You see in 

this life we are called to pursue righteousness.  We are commanded to read the Bible because it 

will train us in righteousness.  But this world is not in a state of righteousness.   
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 And so Galatians 5:5 says “by faith we eagerly await through the Spirit the 

righteousness for which we hope.”  Or as Peter says, “But in keeping with his promise 

we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home of righteousness.” 
 To make it plain: the crown then that we will receive is that final home of the new heavens and new 

earth where God “will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or 

crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.”  The crown is that final perfect state 

where all the enemies of God, death, the devil, and Hades will be destroyed.  The crown is when it will 

be said,  “Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, 

and God himself will be with them and be their God.” 
o Now again, why is Paul talking about his final reward?  To motivate a young man who feels like 

quitting to get up and keep running to the finish.  Paul is inviting Timothy to rejoice in his 

reward because Timothy will get the same thing.  READ 8 - 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.   
 This word “appearing” pictures the people waiting to greet their emperor.  They love 

their emperor and cannot wait for him to return.  If you are a Christian here today, Jesus 

has won your reward for you.  He is coming back one day to give it to you.  Rejoicing in 

this reward when you are lying on the ground far from the finish line will get you up 

again.  Keep the future ever before your eyes.  Keep the rejoicing in the reward. 

 You cultivate this by constantly reading how the story ends.  Read I Cor 15, I Thes 4, and Rev 20-21. 

o Do you remember how C.S. Lewis’ The Chronicles of Narnia end?  After all the struggles and 

trials the children have died and are about to enter the new Narnia which represents the new 

heavens and new earth.  We read in the last paragraph of the last book these words:   

 “Now at last they were beginning Chapter One of the Great Story which no one on 

earth has read: which goes on forever: in which every chapter is better than the one 

before.” 

 

CONCLUSION 
 Are you weary in serving Jesus?  Are you fearful to speak for him?  Are you tired and lying on the 

track?  Look to the example of older Christians.  Receive their handoff.  Remember their perseverance.  

Rejoice in their reward because the same reward is promised to all who long for the return of Jesus.   

o Let the athletes teach you of higher truths.  When you watch them race learn of the greater race.  

When you watch them persevere think of the greater perseverance.  When you watch them cry 

with joy on the podium think of that greater day of rewards when Jesus will reward his people.   

 Watch the athletes closely for they strive with all their might “to get a crown that will 

not last; but we do it to get a crown that will last forever.” 
 

 

 


