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Will you pray with me?  Merciful God, as we live our Christian faith each day, give us strength to follow in your ways, run the race of faith, and remain faithful until the day of your coming through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.
So, the races were run.  St. Paul saw them all in that packed stadium in Corinth in the first century.  The Isthmian games featured athlete well-trained for boxing, wrestling, and chariot racing.  And all of these athletes gave it their best to win the coveted crown of celery.
When St. Paul wrote about the Christian faith, he compared it to disciplined athletes running a race for coveted prize.  I guess St. Paul could have used other images to describe the Christian faith. 

Since he was a tentmaker, St. Paul could have written that the Christian faith was like making a tent.  Material was woven together to make.  Aren’t God’s people woven together into the body of Christ? 

St. Paul could have used that image about the Christian faith.  But he did not.
He saw the workers in the flour mill grinding the wheat between two stones until it was reduced to flour.  He could have written that Christ works on us and grinds us into something useful and good.
St. Paul could have used that image about the Christian faith.  But he did not.

St. Paul chose the image of the self-controlled athlete or the runner of a race or the boxer to bring insight to what it means to live the Christian life day after day.

Can’t life be like a rat race?  We are always so busy that we have little time to relax or smell the roses so to speak.  We are asked to work harder and harder at the office.  Some retirees tell me that they are busier in retirement than they were when they had a job.  We can easily become exhausted and caught up in the rat race of life.

I recall about ten years ago when an ELCA pastor with a fast-growing congregation became very busy with ministry.  His ministry became a kind of rat race with little time for himself and his family.  One morning he woke up, got ready to go to church, and then fainted and rushed to the hospital.  He was exhausted physically.  He was not taking care of himself.  He was racing himself to a physical death.

But that kind of race was not what St. Paul wrote about to the Corinthians.

St. Paul reminds us when we run the spiritual race of faith we can lose self-control.  We can race aimlessly and without a purpose.  We can lose sight of what we are doing daily as Christians and that spiritual race can become meaningless.

Over the years some members of congregations have told me that they don’t get anything out of worship anymore.  They don’t feel motivated to read the Bible.   They feel that God is not answering their prayers.  They cannot continue their race of faith because it just isn’t working for them anymore.

I remember the time when I visited a man in the congregation who had not been in church for a while.  I walked into his office to have a conversation with him.  He told, Pastor, I’m just too dang busy to go to church.  The congregation member gave up on his spiritual race life.  His booming business got in the way.  Worship, prayer, Bible study was put on hold.  His spiritual race no longer had a purpose.  It was no longer self-controlled.
But that was not the kind of race St. Paul encouraged the Corinthians to run long ago.

Running out of gas in life, running ourselves into the ground physically, emotionally and spiritually, will only lead to one thing – lifelessness, life without hope, life without energy, life without joy, and life apart from the One ran the race of salvation for us all.

Jesus the Christ ran a race all the way to the cross for our sake.  Along the way Jesus was tempted to run aimlessly and to forget His real mission of salvation:

Satan tempted Jesus in the wilderness, but Jesus would fall into sin.  
James and John wanted Jesus to grant them political power when He came into His Kingdom, but Jesus would not set up an earthly kingdom and govern as any earthly king with wealth and military might.

Before the high priest Jesus heard the false testimony of witnesses, but Jesus would not defend Himself and sway His plan to go to the cross for your sake, for mine, and for this aimless world.

In front of Pilate, Jesus would not beg to save Himself or try to outwit this Roman ruler to save His life.  

Jesus ran the race of faithfulness to God His Father trusting that the cross was the only way to win salvation for us all.  There was divine purpose in that race.
With Christ’s death, we are now free from the power of sin and the power of death.  Through Christ’s death, we can run the race of faith as St. Paul has written with self-control and with purpose.  No, we won’t be perfect at it, but when we begin to wonder aimlessly in life the Holy Spirit will call us back to faithful living.  Joy and peace will be restored.  Hope and love will inspire our daily living.  Meaningful choices will be made as the Spirit leads.

St. Paul encouraged the Corinthians to run the race faithfully.  They had the freedom to do so and so did he their pastor.  But St. Paul also wrote that he and other Corinthian Christians were not to be stumbling blocks to Christians who were new to the faith.  And that meant as you run the race of faith, you may have to give up some of your freedom.
We may remember that in 1st Corinthians chapters 8 to 11, St. Paul dealt with the first century problem of whether or not Christians could eat the meat sacrificed to idols.  Paul said that he had the freedom to eat that meat and it would not weaken his faith.  But he would not do so because he thought newer Christians who saw him do this may do the same and lose their new faith in Christ.

St. Paul had a choice to make.  He had a spiritual race to run.  And he wanted to run it with self-control and purpose for the sake of newer Christians in the faith. He did not want them to stumble on their race of faith.

When I served St. Paul’s Lutheran Church in Mobile, Alabama in the 1990’s, I had to make a choice.  I had to run the race of faith as I saw it from my faith journey.  Casinos were built along the Mississippi Gulf Coast.  Gambling on these floating casinos became the big issue.  I had the freedom as a Christian to drive over to Biloxi with my wife, eat a delicious dinner at one of the casinos, play poker or black jack to beat the house or feed the slot machines hoping to strike it rich.
I wouldn’t spend that much money.  It would be a night on the town. I’d spend that much eating out at a nice restaurant in Mobile and taking in a concert.  I had every right to go to a casino and have a nice evening out with my wife and I don’t think I would ever lose my faith in Christ doing that.

But I didn’t go to a casino.  I never took my wife there.  Why?  I felt uncomfortable gambling at the casinos.  What would I say to one of my church members who saw me having a good time at the slot machines or at the poker table?  How could I explain my action?  Would I cause that church member to think less highly of me or even weaken his or her faith by my example? What kind of race would I run as a leader of an ELCA congregation on the Gulf Coast?  Would I be running a disciplined, purposeful Christian race in their eyes if I had a night on the town at one of the floating casinos on the Mississippi Gulf Coast?  
What kind of race of faith are you running?  Is it disciplined?  It is purposeful?  Will it hurt another’s Christian’s faith journey?

Christ has given us the freedom and the strength to follow in His way.  We run the race of faith trusting the Holy Spirit will daily raise us up to new life until the day of Christ’s return.
May God the Father, + Son, and Holy Spirit bless and keep us now and forever.  Amen.

