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Do you not know that in a race the runners all compete, but only one receives
the prize? Run in such a way that you may win it. Athletes exercise self-control
in all things; they do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable
one. (1 Cor 9:24–25)

As a former intercollegiate swimmer and coach, I cannot help but substitute the
word “swim” for “run” in this passage from Paul’s letter. Doing so reminds

me that my interpretive lenses are, like everyone’s, always shaped by context. It also
takes me back to my competition days (long behind me now), and I recall the focus
required to prepare for each race: hours working out in the pool and weight room,
attending to diet and sleep, traveling to meets, and growing close to teammates
through the long season and grueling meets. Like athletes of all stripes, we worked
to build stamina, perfect technique, and develop the muscle memory that would
allow us to remain focused and undistracted on the day of competition.

The Apostle Paul does not claim to be an athlete, but he joins other writers of
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Successful athletes focus on repetitive drills during practice so that it will be pos-
sible to do things automatically when it comes to the day of the game or race,
freeing their minds to respond fully to the moment at hand. Similarly, when the
followers of Christ read Scripture, sing hymns, participate in public prayer or
corporate worship, pass the peace, gather in solidarity with the marginalized,
serve one another, and work for justice, we engage in the practices of faith that
free us to respond fully to all that God has given in Christ Jesus.



his day (including other New Testament authors) in borrowing analogies and met-
aphors from the realm of athletic competition. An awareness of his context(s), as
well as our own, is crucial for the proclamation of the good news when it is clothed
in athletic garb.

CONTEMPORARY CONTEXTS

Readers beyond the age of twenty or so may well recall the tenor and cadence
of the announcer’s words: “Spanning the globe to bring you the constant variety of
sports…the thrill of victory…and the agony of defeat…the human drama of ath-
letic competition.”

For a couple of hours on Saturday afternoons over a thirty-seven-year period
(1961–1998), ABC Wide World of Sports carried athletic events from around the
world into the living rooms of US households via network television. Regaling
viewers with the obscure (jai alai, surfing, rodeo, cliff-diving) and the obvious
(football, tennis, figure skating), the program helped to popularize sports and ath-
letic competition throughout the country.

Fast forward to 2015, when the committed couch potato can view sports on
more than thirty channels on cable or satellite television for a 24/7 dose of athletic
drama. Last year ESPN alone produced more than 47,000 hours of sports pro-
gramming. This year more than 114 million viewers in the United States watched
the Super Bowl, and some 23 million viewed the Women’s World Cup soccer final.
When streaming devices and mobile media are added, the numbers are even more
staggering.

Meanwhile, children and youth across the country, from urban centers to ru-
ral communities, play on organized teams and in pickup competitions. Local num-
bers vary, of course, depending on the region and socioeconomic levels, but a 2014
study by the Sports & Fitness Industry Association estimates that 40% of US chil-
dren play in organized sports activities on a regular basis.1 Many families devote
significant time and money toward their children’s participation in sports.

Indeed, the sports industry across all levels—youth, collegiate, recreational,
and professional—is a multibillion-dollar operation, estimated at $485 billion in
the US alone.2

Given the enormous investment in sports in this country, it is not surprising
that many pastors and other church leaders worry that sporting events taking place
all through the week, and especially on Sundays, are eroding parishioners’ engage-
ment with the gospel and a life of faith. Instead of grounding their week in worship,
countless families are on the road to soccer tournaments, softball games, and swim
meets. Others are splayed out in front of the television to watch one of “the con-
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1Aspen Institute: Project Play, “Facts: Sports Activity and Children,” http://www.aspenprojectplay.org
/the-facts (accessed August 11, 2015).

2See https://www.plunkettresearch.com/industries/sports-recreation-leisure-market-research/ (accessed
August 11, 2015).



stant variety of sports” projected on their home screen. Even when worshipers are
in the pews, many of them more easily catch allusions to the world of sports than to
the narratives of Scripture.

Further complicating the picture is the mixed value attributed to athletics.
On one hand, research is clear that exercise improves physical and emotional
health and well-being. Athletes gain endurance, improve skills, learn (we hope!)
teamwork and the art of gracious winning and losing, and a host of other advan-
tages. For some competitors, both young and old, sports provide respite from
heartbreaking challenges at home, while enormous numbers benefit from colle-
giate athletic scholarships. Through pickup games, tournaments, and even among
fans who share a favorite team, sports offer opportunities for people to play and
work together across lines that too often divide communities, including race, eth-
nicity, class, etc.

On the other hand, there are significant downsides as well. Youth and school
leagues too often reflect the homogeneous demographics of their neighborhoods,
while racism and classism persist at all levels. Drug and alcohol abuse infect colle-
giate and professional sports, as do fraud and corruption. Fans and competitors
alike find their self-worth in win-loss records, as parents are heard shouting at a
volunteer umpire or berating a young child for dropping a ball or finishing in third
place.

The complexities around sports in the United States present a challenging
context for those called to preach God’s good news when the sermon text borrows
heavily from the athletic arena.

BIBLICAL CONTEXTS

In contrast to the television lineups of today, the Old Testament offers only
occasional glimpses of athletic activity apart from military battles or conflicts. One
of the more familiar episodes tells of an unanticipated wrestling match between Ja-
cob and a stranger, who sets Jacob’s hip out of joint during the all-night contest
(Gen 32:24–26). Another notable event involves a youthful David, who practices
stone throwing while watching after his father’s flocks, an activity that proves valu-
able in the subsequent face-off against Goliath and the armies of the Philistines (1
Sam 17:48–50). In a later episode David’s beloved friend Jonathan feigns archery
practice as a signal to let David know whether Saul plans to kill him (1 Sam
20:20–22, 35–39). Psalm 19:5 compares the sun to a champion running his course.

References to athletic competition are more common in the New Testament,
primarily—although not exclusively—in the letters of Paul. Some of these are rela-
tively easy to recognize, even without knowledge of first-century culture or prac-
tice. For example, 1 Cor 9:24–27 refers explicitly to running a race and boxing.
Galatians 2:2 compares Paul’s own ministry to a foot race (“in order to make sure
that I was not running, or had not run, in vain”), while Heb 12:1 makes a similar
comparison for all followers of Christ (“let us run with perseverance the race that is
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set before us”). Paul identifies the Philippians as his crown, a reference to the wreath
placed upon a victor’s head following athletic competition (Phil 4:1; cf. 1 Thess
2:19). The author of 2 Timothy illustrates an exhortation to “be strong in the grace
that is in Christ Jesus” with reference to soldier, athlete, and farmer (2 Tim 2:1, 5–6).

Other references to athletics in the New Testament are more subtle, or are
recognizable only in the Greek text. In Philippians, for example, Paul exhorts the
church to stand firm in one spirit, “striving side by side” (Phil 1:27), and he identi-
fies Euodia and Syntyche as women who have “struggled beside” him in the work
of the gospel (Phil 4:3). In both verses the Greek verb is synathleo, suggesting fellow
athletes, or perhaps even teammates as much as co-contenders.

Another example appears in the parable of the widow and the judge in Luke
18:1–8. The unjust judge eventually capitulates to the persistent widow in order
that “she will not wear [him] out by continually coming” to seek justice from him.
The Greek word for wear out, hypopiazo, is a boxing term that literally means “to
strike [somebody] under the eye.” In its figurative sense, the word may be used for
the exhaustion that comes from absorbing repeated blows to the body in a boxing
match; hence, to wear out.3 In the case of the parable, it is not difficult also to imag-
ine the figurative black and blue shiner the judge fears receiving from the widow’s
repeated demands for justice. Her unrelenting quest could bring shame upon him
once his community realizes he has not acted in accord with the righteous expecta-
tions of his office. Could it be that the woman’s persistence in the pursuit of justice
in spite of (or perhaps because of) her vulnerability as a widow illustrates the way
God-in-Christ engages the world’s powers? And, if so, is that not reason to have
faith when the Son of Humanity returns (Luke 18:8)?

Most of the passages referenced above appear in the three-year cycle of the
Revised Common Lectionary. Consequently, it pays for preachers to consider
whether and how sports metaphors from the New Testament functioned in their
social-historical contexts and in today’s contexts as well. For the remainder of this
essay, and to those ends, I will focus my discussion primarily on 1 Cor 9:24–27.
However, many of the following reflections will apply to other New Testament
passages as well.

CORINTHIAN CONTEXT

Do you not know that in a race [stadion] the runners all compete but only one
receives the prize? Run in such a way that you may win it. Athletes exercise
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3Cf. 1 Cor 9:27, where the NRSV translates the same verb as punish in reference to Paul’s self-discipline for the
sake of the gospel.

references to athletic competition are more common in the
New Testament, primarily—although not exclusively—in
the letters of Paul



self-control in all things; they do it to receive a perishable wreath [stephanos],
but we an imperishable one. So I do not run aimlessly, nor do I box as though
beating the air; but I punish [hypopiazo] my body and enslave it, so that after
proclaiming to others I myself should not be disqualified. (1 Cor 9:24–27)

In this passage, Paul explicitly compares life for the sake of the gospel to the
physical feats of the runner and boxer. Prior to this point in 1 Cor, Paul has argued
(among other things) that the testimony of his own life—which includes renounc-
ing his rights as an apostle and standing in solidarity with the most vulnerable (the
weak)—is the way of the gospel.

Paul’s goal, here and in his other letters, is to encourage his fledgling churches
to live in such a way that their life in community testifies to the good news of Jesus
Christ. One of his strategies is to point to his own experience as an example. Al-
though his rhetorical tactic of inviting others to imitate him sounds arrogant or
self-aggrandizing to many twenty-first-century readers, it is consistent with claims
that the Corinthians would have expected from teachers and moral philosophers
of their day.

In any case, Paul leads off with reference to runners in a foot race. “Do you
not know,” he asks—which is shorthand for “of course you know, but I’ll mention
it so we’ll all be on the same page”—“that in a race (stadion) the runners all com-
pete but only one wins the prize? Run in such a way that you may win it” (1 Cor
9:24).4 It is a relatively straightforward analogy, one that is easy to recognize, espe-
cially at Corinth.

Corinthian residents would have been attuned to the athletic imagery given
their ready access to activities surrounding the Isthmian Games, a grand athletic
competition held every other year on the outskirts of their city. Although not as
large as the Olympics, the Isthmian Games were well known across the empire in
Paul’s day. They were one of the four crown games, so called because the winners
received a leafy crown (stephanos) made of olive, laurel, pine, or celery leaves.
Paul’s reference to a perishable wreath (stephanos) in 1 Cor 9:25 is such a crown.
The Isthmian games included wrestling, boxing, discus and javelin, as well as foot
races, horse races, and chariot races.5
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4A stadion was the oldest race in the Olympics and at other games, a sprint of about 600 feet. The distance
varied from place to place due to the different measurements for a foot and also depending on whether it was a race
established for men or for women. “Do you not know (ouk oidate)”: cf. 1 Cor 3:16; 5:6; 6:2, 3, 9, 15, 16, 19; 9:13; also
Rom 6:16.

5The other three crown games were the Olympic Games, the Pythian Games at Delphi, and the Nemean
Games. For more information, see Jerry M. Hullinger, “The Historical Background of Paul’s Athletic Allusions,”
Bibliotheca Sacra 161 (July 2004) 343–359.

Paul’s goal, here and in his other letters, is to encourage his
fledgling churches to live in such a way that their life in
community testifies to the good news of Jesus Christ



With the conquests of Alexander the Great a few centuries before Paul, par-
ticipation in athletic contests had spread far beyond the Olympics and throughout
the Mediterranean region, including Jerusalem.6 Although the games were orga-
nized primarily for men, both as competitors and spectators, evidence from the
Roman period suggests that women competed as well, including at Isthmia. In an
inscription on the base of a statue dated to 45 C.E., a Corinthian father of three girls
praises the athletic successes of his daughters in several competitions. One of his
daughters won the stadion race at Isthmia, while another was victorious in a war
chariot race.7

Merchants and other locals benefited enormously from the crowds of athletes
and spectators that descended upon Corinth during the Games. (One is probably
not too far afield to imagine a first-century version of a tailgate party, with all its
celebratory elements and the elevated prospects for bad behavior.) Plenty of people
took advantage of the large audiences and festive atmosphere to hawk their wares
or promote their causes. Dio Chrysostom, roughly contemporary with Paul,
shared his observations about a visit to Corinth during the Isthmian Games, sug-
gesting that behaviors associated with athletics events were a mixed bag, even then.

That was the time, too, when one could hear crowds of wretched sophists
around Poseidon’s temple shouting and reviling one another, and their disci-
ples, as they were called, fighting with one another, many writers reading aloud
their stupid works, many poets reciting their poems while others applauded
them, many jugglers showing their tricks, many fortune-tellers interpreting
fortunes, lawyers innumerable perverting judgment, and peddlers not a few
peddling whatever they happened to have.8

It is possible, but not certain, that Paul was present in Corinth when the
Games took place there in 49 and 51 C.E. We need not suppose, however, that Paul
is referring literally to those events in his letter to the Corinthians, as if encouraging
his readers (and listeners) to look out the window. Rather, his language is analogi-
cal or metaphorical—an imagistic way to get his point across to a particular audi-
ence, one that happens to be experienced in the realities of the competition taking
place in their city’s own backyard.

Although critical distinctions between analogy and metaphor are significant,
it is not necessary for our purposes to distinguish them here. The point is simply
that Paul uses vocabulary from the sports arena to convey his convictions concern-
ing the life of faith, and this vocabulary would have had clear cultural and experi-
ential referents for his audience.
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6Antiochus IV Epiphanes (d. 164 B.C.E.) authorized the construction of a gymnasium in Jerusalem, an act
that precipitated the Hasmonean revolt (1 Macc 1:14–15; 2 Macc 4:9–10; Josephus, Antiquities 12.5.1). In 12 B.C.E.,
Herod the Great sponsored the Olympic Games. He also built a theater in Jerusalem and established games to be
held every five years (Josephus, Antiquities, 15.8.1).

7Philip F. Esler, “Paul and the Agon: Understanding a Pauline Motif in its Cultural and Visual Context,” in
Picturing the New Testament: Studies in Ancient Visual Images, ed. Annette Weissenrieder et al. (Tübingen, Mohr
Siebeck, 2005) 356–384.

8Dio Chrysostom, On Virtue, 8.9.



GRECO-ROMAN CONTEXTS

Even without direct experience of the games, first- and second-century read-
ers and hearers likely would have been familiar with the athletic images used by
Paul and those writing in his name. The so-called agon motif (agon = contest or
struggle) was a common topos in the period. The verb and its cognate noun occur,
for example, in 1 Tim 6:12 (“Fight the good fight of faith”) and the participle trans-
lated as athletes in 1 Cor 9:25 derives from the verb agonizomai.9 Ancient moralists
traded on similar images to illustrate their teachings about virtue.

The Stoic philosopher Seneca (d. 65 C.E.), for example, views hardships as
something like athletic training for the virtuous life. He exhorts that one should
“Strive toward a sound mind at top speed and with your whole strength.”10

Epictetus, another Stoic roughly contemporary with Paul, writes, “The man who
exercises himself against such external impressions is the true athlete in train-
ing.…Great is the struggle (agon), divine the task; the prize is a kingdom, free-
dom, serenity, peace.”11 Philosophers frequently used images from wrestling, box-
ing, running, and gladiator fights to illustrate their arguments regarding control of
the passions.

Some moralists expressed scathing criticism of the athletic arena and the peo-
ple who competed there; indeed, athletic metaphors are a traditional element of
the diatribe form. The Jewish writer Philo of Alexandria, for example, critiques
athletic competition even as he trades on its images to speak about the Law. “Yield,
then, to others, the prizes in these unholy contests, but bind upon your own head
the wreaths won in the holy ones. And count not those to be holy contests which
the states hold in their triennial Festivals.”12 Thus, the fact that Paul uses athletic
metaphors does not tell us whether or not he was a fan of the athletic games. It does
suggest, however, that preachers might consider how such images and metaphors
might be useful for the proclamation of the gospel in their particular contexts.

Much more could be said, but I will conclude with a few additional reflec-
tions to consider when one is preaching from a biblical text that utilizes athletic
metaphors.

CONTEXTUALIZED REFLECTIONS

What is old is new again

In the face of today’s shrinking attendance at worship it may be useful to re-
call that now is not the first time in the church’s history that it has faced competi-
tion from the athletic arena. The church has never been the only game in town.
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9For the classic (and still very useful) discussion, see Victor C. Pfitzner, Paul and the Agon Motif: Traditional
Athletic Imagery in the Pauline Literature (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1967).

10Seneca, Epistles, 17.1.
11Epictetus, Discourses, 2.18.27–28.
12Philo of Alexandria, Husbandry, 25.113.



Nor were the churches in Paul’s day particularly large, relative to the size of their
respective cities, and they did not hold significant cultural power.

It is not difficult to imagine that the Isthmian Games might have created a
significant distraction for the Corinthians, given the large numbers of travelers vis-
iting the city as well as the events themselves. Further, in addition to the games,
multiple religious offerings were available in Corinth; this was true as well in cities
throughout the region. There is no doubt that plenty of the city’s residents chose
other options rather than gathering in house-churches on the Lord’s Day to hear
the gospel, sing hymns, pray, and share the eucharistic meal. Furthermore, even
among those who gathered, there was a good deal of conflict around key social is-
sues and disagreement over matters of theology and practice. In a broad sweep, at
least, many similarities exist between the church then and the church today.

Nonetheless, no matter what Paul might have thought about the spectacle of
the athletic games, he did not shy away from using elements of those events as illus-
trations in his preaching. He is like a player-coach who uses whatever is available to
motivate his teams; in this case, the language and images from the sports arena.
Today’s preachers might be encouraged to do the same.

We can all be winners

In Paul’s day winning was an all-or-nothing affair; there could be only one
winner, plus a whole lot of losers. Unlike the modern Olympics, where medals are
awarded down to third place, the ancient games crowned only one victor in each
race or event. As noted above, the crown was made of leafy vegetation, no doubt
subject to wilting not long after the games were finished. It was a short-lived
reward.

In 1 Cor 9:25 Paul contrasts the perishable crown (or wreath: stephanos)
awarded to the winning athlete with the imperishable crown that we receive. The
promises of God’s grace that are offered through the gospel do not wilt or fade over
time, and they are not limited by the scarcity of a winner-takes-all mentality. In
Christ there is enough reward for everybody. Indeed, a number of New Testament
writers refer to the eschatological promises of God in terms of a crown (stephanos):
for example, the crown of life (Jas 1:12), the crown of righteousness (2 Tim 4:8),
the crown of glory (1 Pet 5:4), etc.

We should note, too, that the reward for those who “run the race” is not a ref-
erence to salvation—as if one must train hard and run fast in order to win favor be-
fore God—but rather it refers to the ministry of the gospel and the eschatological
promises that it holds. In fact, Paul identifies his “joy and crown” (stephanos; Phil
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and the eschatological promises that it holds



4:1) as the Philippians themselves, and he tells the Thessalonians that they are “our
hope or joy or crown (stephanos) of boasting before the Lord Jesus at his coming”
(1 Thess 2:19). The reward for Paul’s ministry is the faithfulness of his siblings in
Christ. It follows that the disciplines involved in both athletics and faith ultimately
aim not only at one’s own good, but also at benefits to others as well.

The good news of Christ is an embodied gospel

When Paul points to the runner in a race as a cipher for his own ministry (for
example, Gal 2:2; Phil 2:16) and when the author of Hebrews exhorts the church to
“run with perseverance the race that is set before us” (Heb 12:1), they are not refer-
ring solely to the idea of physical engagement with the life of faith, but also to its
embodied reality. In other words, faithfulness is not simply a matter of cognitive
assent, or of thinking about things in a particular way divorced from the particu-
larities of our embodiment.

Athletes tend to be aware of such a whole-bodied life, since a successful race
or event outcome depends on all elements of one’s being working together for
maximum performance. Injuries highlight places where the body is weak, at least
temporarily; when they happen, the best athletes put their energies into healing in
order that the body might again function at its best. Spectators, too (depending on
their level of enthusiastic cheering), may also be able to appreciate by their own ex-
perience the significance of full-bodied participation.

Bodies of all kinds—young and old, strong and weak, as well as the collective
body of the church—all participate in the ministry of the gospel in response to the
one who has come to us in the physical body of Jesus Christ. Metaphors from the
athletic field provide one avenue through which preachers might encourage atten-
tion to our embodiment as followers of Christ.

It’s not winning or losing, but how you play the game; after all, you’ve already won

Commentators generally agree that the weight of Paul’s rhetoric in 1 Cor 9:
24–27 lands not on winning (or losing) the race, but on how one runs in such a way
as to win, through the practice of self-control that characterizes successful athletes
(1 Cor 9:25; cf. Gal 5:23). That is, Paul calls to mind a single-minded focus on the
race at hand, and away from anything that hinders that focus. As an illustration, he
extends the metaphor by writing that he wears out (hypopiazo; NRSV = punishes)
his body like a boxer who practices landing blows and not only “as though beating
the air” (1 Cor 9:27). Paul has already received the gospel’s promises, so he can
commit his whole self to this apostolic ministry. He calls for the same all-in en-
gagement of his churches.

This is the sort of training and practice that any athlete knows: runners log
the miles, swimmers repeat laps in the pool, soccer players practice drills, etc. Suc-
cessful athletes focus on these things during practice so that it will be possible to do
them automatically when it comes to the day of the game or race, freeing their
minds to respond fully to the moment at hand. Similarly, when the followers of
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Christ read Scripture, sing hymns, participate in public prayer or corporate wor-
ship, pass the peace, gather in solidarity with the marginalized, serve one another,
work for justice, and so on, we engage in the practices of faith that free us to re-
spond fully to all that God has given in Christ Jesus.

What might such a focus look like in your church’s context? How might
Paul’s metaphors of the athlete in training and competition aid your congregants
to consider their collective mission as well as their own ministries in daily life?
What practices will assist the church in living out its faith in the world? What will
encourage a focus on the good news of Jesus Christ, in order to be free to run the
race with the confident assurance of the athlete on game day? The athletic meta-
phors used by Paul and other biblical writers invite the preacher’s engagement with
these and other questions as they arise within the particular contexts in which
proclamation occurs.

I’ll conclude with a reference to athletics from Paul’s letter to the Philippians.
Sounding once again like a player-coach for his team, Paul’s words about his own
ministry of proclamation may well resonate among all who understand themselves
to be called by God to share the good news of Jesus Christ: “It is by your holding
fast to the word of life that I can boast on the day of Christ that I did not run in vain
or labor in vain” (Phil 2:16).

AUDREY WEST is a former associate professor of New Testament at the Lutheran School of The-
ology at Chicago. Most recently she served as the acting dean of students at Yale Divinity School,
New Haven, Connecticut.
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commit his whole self to this apostolic ministry. He calls for
the same all-in engagement of his churches.


