I Corinthians 9:24-27
“The Fight of Your Life: Why Holiness is not for Sissies”

1. Early in your schooling they taught you that the four seasons were spring summer, fall, and winter. It doesn’t take long as a boy in America to learn that is not exactly true.

2. For most American males, the four seasons are football, baseball, basketball, and if you live in the South, NASCAR.

3. Ours is a society that is obsessed with sports. We swear our undying allegiance to our favorite team or school, and we worship our hero athletes as if they were the gods of Greek mythology.

4. Evidence of the importance of sports in our culture can be seen when you consider a couple of interesting facts. For instance, the highest paid employee of the state of Florida is not the governor; it is Bobby Bowden, the Florida State University football coach.

5. Every year, Americans spend around $200 billion on prescription drugs.
 Amazingly, we also spend the same amount, $200 billion a year, on sports merchandise.
 We are obsessed with sports.
6. Ours is not the only culture with a rabid love for sports and athletics. The Roman world of the first century was equally fanatical about their sports. From the gladiators, to chariot races, to the ancient Olympic Games, the Romans celebrated competition and the games.

7. The Apostle Paul knew this, and in his writings he often used the imagery of sports and athletics to convey spiritual truths. Such is the case at the close of I Corinthians chapter 9. 

8. In this text, Paul uses the illustration of a disciplined, focused, highly trained athlete to describe the way in which a believer is to conduct themselves as they live for Christ.
9. As we study this passage we are reminded that living for Jesus in holiness and godliness is not a casual, lazy, easy, painless pursuit. In fact, the Bible teaches us here that living in holiness will be the fight of your life.

10. Notice with me three things we draw from this text that point us to the challenge of living for Christ in purity and holiness. First of all, notice:

I. THE AMBITION HOLINESS REQUIRES
1. Following his battle with cancer, Lance Armstrong gave an interview in which he talked about his motivation for coming back and winning the Tour De France again. 
2. The article described his motivation as a “quiet rage” against the people who had disrespected him following his first win. Armstrong said, “It gives me drive. Absolutely…You’ve got to get motivated by something.”

3. Lance Armstrong was right. We all need motivation. We all need something that drives us and compels in life. In I Corinthians 9:24, the Apostle Paul tells us about some of the motivation that drives the Christian life.

4. In verse 24, he writes, “Know ye not that they which run in a race run all, but one receiveth the prize? So run, that ye may obtain.” Paul compares the Christian experience to a race, and he challenges us to run that race in order to obtain the prize of victory. He says, “Run to win!”

5. I wonder; are you motivated about living for Christ? Is there a burning ambition that fuels you to live in godliness and holiness? There should be. There can be.

6. Notice a couple of motivating factors that Paul gives us in this text. First of all, we should be ambitious:


A. To run the course

1. Look again at verse 24, and notice the phrase, “they which run in a race”. The word translated “race” is stadion, and it gives us our English word “stadium.”
2. The word was used to describe a particular type of race that was held in the first century. It was a foot race held on a race course or track measuring 606 ¾ feet. 

3. The starting line was marked by a white pillar or column, with the word “excel” inscribed upon it. On down the course, a second pillar said “hasten”, and toward the end of the track was a third pillar inscribed with the word “turn” because it marked the place where the runners would turn toward the finish line.

4. When Paul used the word stadion, the original readers would have immediately envisioned this race course, and they would have gotten the picture.

5. Right now, no matter who you are, if you belong to Christ, you are somewhere on the track in the race of the Christian life. You may be toward the beginning, or nearing the end, or somewhere in between.

6. No matter where you are in the race, however, you ought to be motivated and ambitious to reach the next stage of the Christian race running as well as you possibly can.

7. Some of you are new Christians, and you need to read that first pillar, and you need to excel, and move forward. Some of you have been at it a little longer, and you need to see that second pillar. Don’t slow down; hasten on toward the prize.

8. Still others have been running a while, and you are approaching that third pillar – the one that marks the turn. You need to realize you are on the home stretch. Don’t stop now! Keep running the race! 

9. Oh that we would all be motivated to run the course God has given to us! Notice another ambition we find in this text. We should be ambitious not only to run the course, but also:


B. To receive the crown

1. In verse 24, Paul says that those who compete in the race, do so in order to win the prize. In verse 25, he says that the prize is a corruptible crown. 

2. The winner of the stadion, or the race that is described in verse 24 would receive a crown, or more appropriately, a wreath of pine leaves, or some other greenery that would be placed upon the head.

3. Unlike the athletes of our day, the ancient athletes ran not for fortune, but for the glory of victory, and of being able to receive that symbol of victory – the crown.

4. Paul says in verse 25, that while the runners in the ancient games ran for a crown of leaves that would wither and fade, you and I run for a permanent crown – one that never tarnishes, fades, or loses its luster.

5. As the Apostle Paul passed the final pillar in his own life, and saw the finish line in view, he wrote to Timothy and said, “I have fought a good fight, I have finished my course, I have kept the faith: Henceforth there is laid up for me a crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, shall give me at that day: and not to me only, but unto all them also that love his appearing.”

6. We run the race of the Christian life, motivated not by the pleasure it brings us now, but rather by the prize that awaits us later. We live for Christ today, ambitious to receive the crown that He will give us tomorrow!
7. I’ve been reading a biography of William Booth, the founder of the Salvation Army. Throughout his life, General Booth, as he later became known, was an unusually driven person. Even as a teenager, this was evident. 
8. In the book, one of Booth’s friends recalls him saying as a young teen, “Have you no ambition? Because I have. I intend to do some great thing. I don’t intend to belong to the commonality.”

9. Unfortunately, the common Christian today lives a sleepy, lazy, boring Christian life. However, those who choose to walk in holiness and godliness cannot be sleepy and lazy. They must be highly motivated and ambitious about running the course and receiving their crown!

10. Notice another aspect of the difficult fight for holiness in the Christian life. Notice not only the ambition holiness requires, but notice also secondly:

II. THE ATTENTION HOLINESS REQUIRES
1. There is no such thing as accidental holiness. No one stumbles into a godly life. Those who walk and live in holiness are those who have given careful attention to living for God.

2. Carrying on his illustration from the athlete, Paul says in verse 25, “And every man that striveth for the mastery is temperate in all things…” That phrase “striveth for mastery” could also be translated as, “participating or competing in the athletic games”.

3. It is very likely that when Paul wrote this text, he was referring specifically to the Isthmian Games, an Olympic like competition that took place near the city of Corinth.

4. The athletes that competed in the Isthmian Games were required to enter a rigorous 10 month training regiment. The training included restrictions in diet, and daily physical training in the gym, in front of judges who would monitor each athlete’s progress.

5. The point Paul is making is that to live a holy, godly Christian life, requires careful, daily attention to the work of following Jesus. Notice a couple of things we find here about the attention that holiness requires. Notice first of all that:

A. We must be cautious
1. Look again at verse 25. Paul says, “The man who decides to compete in the games is ‘temperate in all things.’ The word translated “temperate” is a word that only appears twice in the New Testament, both times in the book of I Corinthians.

2. The word literally means “in strength, or control”, and it speaks of someone who has control of themselves. In the case of the athlete, it speaks of someone who controls their life because of the competition for which they are training.

3. It is always interesting to me that whenever the Olympics comes around, one of the main sponsors is always McDonalds. Plastered all over their bags and cups are pictures of the most elite athletes in our nation.

4. What is humorous to me is that when those athletes are training for the Olympics, I am certain that Big Macs and Chicken McNuggets are not a part of their diet.

5. Those who are preparing to compete are cautious about everything they put into their bodies. It is not that Big Macs are wrong, they are just wrong for the Olympic athlete who seeks to win the gold.

6. Likewise, those who seek to live in holiness and walk in godliness will be cautious and careful about what they allow in their lives. They will be cautious about what they watch, cautious about the people they follow, cautious about where they go, and cautious about who they are.
7. Holiness requires careful attention to what we do with our lives. Those who are striving to be godly cannot afford to do whatever they want. We must be cautious! The Bible says in Ephesians 5:15, “See then that ye walk circumspectly [or cautiously], not as fools, but as wise.” 

8. Notice something further about the attention holiness requires. Notice not only that we must be cautious, but notice also that:


B. We must be committed

1. Again, those who would compete in the ancient games were required to set aside 10 months of their lives. They were separated from family and friends, and they gave up much over that period just to be able to run in that brief race.

2. If an athlete at any time during that ten month period ceased to apply himself to the training, he would be disqualified from the race. The word that Paul uses in verse 27, that is translated as “castaway”, is the word that was used to describe this disqualification.
3. In other words, this training not only required caution on the part of the athlete, but it required a commitment. To enter the training for the race, the athlete was promising to live the life necessary to compete.

4. In the race of the Christian life, I have seen far too many runners who started well, and seemed to be headed in the right direction, but somewhere they gave up the competition, and they fell out of the race.

5. The race of holiness and godliness is not a sprint or a dash. It is a marathon. The real glory is not in entering the race, but in finishing it. In order to finish, one must be committed.

6. It is a sad state of affairs when the average Christian man will commit to a fantasy football league quicker than they will a men’s prayer group. So few men today are willing to give themselves to the study, practice, and daily work of living for Christ! 
7. We are not committed! However, I repeat: you will not become accidentally holy. You will not stumble into godliness. You will only live the kind of life to which Christ has called you when you give to it the attention it demands.

8. Notice with me one more thing about the fight to live in holiness. Notice not only the ambition holiness requires, and the attention holiness requires, but notice also thirdly:

II. THE AGGRESSION HOLINESS REQUIRES

1. One of the most compelling and eccentric figures in American military history was General George S. Patton. He was born for the battlefield, and his style of leadership upset many people, not the least of which were the enemies he faced in war.
2. Patton once said, “Nobody ever defended anything successfully. There is only attack and attack and attack some more.”

3. I know that aggression is not the type of word you usually hear in a sermon outline, but it is a fitting word for the attitude and activity that Paul describes in verses 27 and 28.

4. There we read, “I therefore so run, not as uncertainly; so fight I, not as one that beateth the air: But I keep under my body, and bring it into subjection…”

5. As I originally looked over these verses and meditated upon them, I wrote this statement down: Christianity is not a passive endeavor. You do not grow in your relationship to Christ and in your walk with God by sitting on your hands and doing nothing.
6. Living with godliness and walking in holiness requires an active, aggressive, determined effort on your part and in your life. Notice with me a couple of areas in which you and I must be aggressive in our fight for holiness. First of all, we need aggression in:


A. The direction of our lives

1. Look again at verse 27, Paul says, “I therefore so run, not as uncertainly; so fight I, not as one that beateth the air.” He continues using the picture of the runner, and he says, “I don’t run around aimlessly, with no goal and no aim.”

2. He adds a second illustration in this verse. This time, it is the image of a boxer. The word translated “fight” is word that speaks specifically of fighting with the fists.

3. Paul says, “I don’t throw punches into the air. I don’t have time for shadow boxing.” The idea is that Paul knew where he was going and what he was fighting.

4. Paul’s goal was to live for Christ, and to know Him fully. Everything in his life was pointed toward that goal and that aim. He had a clear direction in his life.

5. I watch far too many men today who live with no direction. They dabble in this, and they try a little of that, and they play for a period with other things, but they have no real, central direction in their lives.

6.  If you were to ask them, “What do you live for? What is the point of your life?” They probably could not quickly or easily answer that question.
7. They remind me of a cab driver, who had a customer jump into his cab and say, “Drive fast! I’m late, and I need to get to the station. Hurry!” The cab driver pulled out quickly, and flew down the street. It wasn’t long before the passenger realized they were going the wrong way. He yelled to the driver, “Don’t you know where you’re going?” The driver yelled back, “No sir, but I’m driving fast.”

8. Increasingly, our lives are busier and faster paced than ever before, yet I fear that in spite of how fast we are going, we are making very little progress.

9. What you and I need is to be aggressive about the direction of our lives. Rather than cluttering our schedules with every mindless and meaningless pursuit, we need to figure out what activities will bring us closer to Christ, and we need to put those at the top of our list of things to do.

10. Notice not only that we must be aggressive with the direction of our lives, but notice also further that we must be aggressive with:

B. The discipline of our lives

1. Look very carefully at verse 28. Paul says that in order to keep himself from being disqualified, “I keep under my body, and bring it into subjection…” This is a powerful line of Scripture.

2. The word translated as “keep under” is a word that literally means “to give a black eye.” The phrase “bring it into subjection” literally means to force into slavery.

3. Listen to how one writer translates this verse. He says, “I beat my body black and blue and make it my abject slave…”

4. Now get that picture in your mind! Paul didn’t play around. To him, holiness was not a game; it was a fight!
5. Unfortunately, discipline is a word that is largely missing from our Christian vocabulary today. We want people to feel good, and discipline doesn’t feel good. Paul compares it to a beating.

6. If you are going to live in holiness and godliness, you cannot do whatever your flesh desires. You cannot satisfy every appetite of your body. You cannot follow every whim of your mind. You must be disciplined.

7. Someone has rightly said, “Your body makes a good servant, but a terrible master.” If you are in control of your body and your sinful flesh, then you can do great things for God. If however, your flesh controls you, you will live a powerless, miserable, defeated Christian life.
8. Here is the question for you. Who’s getting the black eye? Are you whipping your flesh, or is your flesh whipping you? There is a fight going on. The question is who is taking the beating.
9. I fear that with most men, there is too much apathy and not enough aggression in the fight against their flesh. Holiness, however, is the fight of your life, and you must fight tenaciously if you are ever going to be truly like Jesus!

1. If you were to visit my home, you might be surprised at some of the things you would find. For instance, if you turned on the TV, you would not be able to watch anything rated above PG-13, or TV-14 without entering a secret code that only my wife knows. Those blocks are not for my children; they are for me.
2. If you logged on to my computer, you would see a little icon with the letters “CE”. It is a software that sends a list of every website I visit to my wife’s email address.

3. You ask, “Why does the preacher have to take such extreme steps?” The answer is because I know my flesh. I know what my body likes. I also know what the Lord Jesus expects of me.

4. Though I often lose a round with my adversary, I am fighting with everything I have, and I am running as carefully and as passionately as I can!
Day by day, blow after blow,

I seek to win and strive to grow,

My sinful flesh counters my fight,

And seeks to draw me away from right,

But the Word lays before me the test,

And the Spirit points me to what is best,

I fix my eyes on Him who bled,

On Him who died in my sinful stead,

I hear his call and make my stand,

I will fight the fight, strengthened by His hand!

-T.T.
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