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1 Corinthians 9:19-27
 19For though I am free from all, I have made myself a servant to all, that I might 
win more of them.  20To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win Jews. To those 
under the law I became as one under the law (though not being myself under the 
law) that I might win those under the law.  21To those outside the law I became as 
one outside the law (not being outside the law of God but under the law of 
Christ) that I might win those outside the law.  22To the weak I became weak, that 
I might win the weak. I have become all things to all people, that by all means I 
might save some.  23I do it all for the sake of the gospel, that I may share with 
them in its blessings.
24Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one receives the 
prize?  So run that you may obtain it.  25Every athlete exercises self-control in all 
things.  They do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable.  26So I 
do not run aimlessly; I do not box as one beating the air.   27But I discipline my 
body and keep it under control, lest after preaching to others I myself should be 
disqualified.

You’ve probably not heard of Suzy Hamilton.  Unless you’ve read the list of the twenty 
worst mistakes in sports history.  Yes, her story is right up there with kicker Garo 
Yepremian picking up and trying to run with the football in Super Bowl VII, and with first 
baseman Bill Buckner letting a grounder roll between his legs in the 1986 World Series, 
and with the referees adding more time to the clock so that they helped the Soviet 
basketball team beat the Americans in the 1972 Olympics. 

She is right up there, because in 1994, Suzy Hamilton was competing in the Mobil 
Invitational Track Meet in Virginia.  In the mile run.  The runners needed to complete 
eight laps.  However, at the end of lap seven, Suzy Hamilton did something very odd. Just 
moments before, she had sprinted past the rest of the runners and into the lead.  As she 
reached the end of lap seven, she pulled up, stopped running, and did a little victory 
dance.  When did she realize that something was wrong?  Was it when all the other 
runners flew past her?  Or was it when the crowd didn’t cheer?  What had happened?  
She had been winning!  

Well, what happened was Suzy had lost track of how many laps were left.  She’d lost 
track of the finish line.  In other words, she had lost track of the goal.  Somewhere along 
the line she had lost track of the goal and ended up running the race for nothing.
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That seems to be a common problem.  Folks who should know better lose track of the 
goal.  Those who started out so well, perhaps even had the benefit of Baptism and 
Confirmation, lose sight of the goal and replace it with some purpose that has nothing to 
do with reality.  So, they no longer have a reliable way of determining what’s important.  
They end up running from one thing to another. From one excitement to another.  Or 
from one task to another.   But their running, as Paul puts it, is a running aimlessly.  They 
are running the race for nothing.  And at what point will they realize that something is 
wrong?

Are there days when you sense that something is wrong?  When life seems flat, 
colorless, uninteresting.  When nothing interests you.  When there seems to be nothing 
you look forward to.  When work and schedule seem merely repetitious.  When it seems 
you are running lap after lap around and around the track just because the coach is 
telling you to.  When you tell yourself you’ve not lost track of the goal, but you still feel 
as if you’re running for nothing. 

Well, any decent coach would keep showing you the goal, so that you’d be assured you’re 
not running the race for nothing.  And our Lord does that.  He keeps showing us the 
goal.  Through His Word He keeps pointing us to the goal.  And does so in this passage 
even through the two most repetitive, colorless, uninteresting activities imaginable.  
Running and boxing.

What feels more aimless than running lap after lap around the track?  Even when you 
love track, as I did and ran track in college.  In Chicago.  Where training for the spring 
track season means running even when it snows.  Even when you love track, what feels 
more aimless than running lap after lap?  Well, perhaps it’s hitting a punching bag for a 
couple of hours a day, day after day after day.  If there’s anything that feels more aimless 
than track, it’s boxing.    

But then Paul says why runners and boxers do all of that repetitive stuff: to get a crown.  
That is, a gold medal or a title belt.  Then he says - and guess what? The same is true of 
us.  We have the goal.  To get a crown, only an even better crown.  A crown that lasts 
forever.  

And what is that crown toward which we are running?  What is that crown that shows 
us what is important in life?  What is that crown that assures us there is a purpose for 
which we are running the race?  We sing about it in one of the most well known hymns 
of the church.  “Beautiful Savior, truly I’d love Thee, truly I’d serve Thee, Light of my soul, 
my Joy, my Crown.” 

So, what is your crown that lasts forever, toward which and for which you are running?  
Your beautiful Savior, Jesus Christ.  He is your crown.  We are running towards Him.  He 
shows us what is important in life.  He is the purpose for which we run the race.  He is 
the crown that will last forever.  He is our crown, our goal.  
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That’s why Paul writes in Philippians:  “For to me, to live is Christ…” (Philippians 1:21) It 
is Christ that gives purpose and color to life.  Without Him, death would be an endless 
hell.  Without Him, life can be an endless hell or a running aimlessly.  But in Christ, 
because of His birth, death, and resurrection, we are able to say with Paul, “I do not run 
like a man running aimlessly; I do not fight like a man beating the air.”

And these words Christ enables us to say no matter how repetitive life gets.  In Christ, 
practicing a musical instrument, doing math homework, washing the dishes, dusting the 
furniture, changing diapers, shoveling snow, no matter how repetitive, all still have 
purpose.  If for no other reason, then, that these are our callings from Christ.  Done if 
for no other reason, then, for Christ’s glory.  

Also, then, our prayers, our weekly worship, the endless round of the church seasons of 
Christmas and Lent and Pentecost, no matter how repetitive remain the means by which 
our crown, our coach keeps coming to us to keep showing us the goal, to keep assuring 
us that there is a purpose in staying in the race. 

If Suzy Hamilton had had a decent coach, she would not have ended up running the race 
for nothing.  A decent coach would have kept showing her the goal. In our hearing and 
reading of God’s Word, Christ keeps showing us our goal.  In this fallen, broken world, 
we will sometimes still get the sense that we’re running aimlessly, that life has lost its 
beauty.  

Yet, God’s Words through His servants, like Paul, will keep showing us our beautiful 
Savior, and in Him we will serve and have joy and Christ will bring us at last to Himself.

Amen
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