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1 Corinthians 9:16-27 

Epiphany 5B 

February 4, 2018 

“Mix it Up!” 

Grace, mercy and peace to you my brothers and sisters in Christ from God our Father and 

Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen. 

It’s fitting with one of the biggest sports days of the year upon us and the Winter Olympics 

just around the corner that our reading today happens to use imagery from the world of athletics.    

Paul compares the life of a Christian to the life of an athlete saying, (1 Corinthians 9:24-25) “Do 

you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one receives the prize?  So run that you 

may obtain it. Every athlete exercises self-control in all things. They do it to receive a perishable 

wreath, but we an imperishable.” 

The last couple of weeks we’ve heard Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians.  First, he urges us 

to live lives “undivided devotion to the Lord.”  Paul reminds that in all things, we should focus 

on prayer, God’s Word, and worship to gain the knowledge we need to do God’s will in the 

world.  Then Paul urges us to use that knowledge in love to build up Christ’s church.  He focused 

on how experienced Christians should use their knowledge in love to build up the faith of those 

new Christians or Christians who are struggling in their faith.  Today, he calls on us to use our 

knowledge in love as we step out and mix it up in the world in order to reach out to the lost in the 

world who don’t know the gospel.  In this way, through each of us, others are gained for Christ’s 

church … welcomed into the kingdom … receiving and imperishable reward from Jesus Christ. 

Paul warns us that it’s only through disciplined preparation and self-control that we can enter 

the contest and mix it up with the world!  This is not an easy task. 

We’re often captivated by master artists, musicians, and athletes exceling in their craft.  In 

the coming weeks many of us will marvel at athletes competing for the Super Bowl trophy today 
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and gold medals in the Winter Olympics which start later next week.  To us mere mortals, these 

athletes make it seem so easy.  But, it’s only easy because of their discipline and self-control in 

preparation to mix it up on the fields of competition. 

In Paul’s day, the Isthmian Games were a Corinthian version of the Super Bowl.  These 

games were like the Olympics.  It was a big deal throughout the empire to win these games … 

but, unlike today’s Olympics, only one person took home a prize in each event.  There were no 

2nd or 3rd place “winners.”  The winner took home a crown made of “dry wild celery” or “pine 

boughs.”  In preparation, these athletes were required to commit to 10-months of rigorous 

preparation where they gave up the pleasures of life.  For one purpose … to receive the prize and 

the empire’s adulation.  And many events were brutal hand-to-hand combat games, like a version 

of boxing that lasted until one man dropped unconscious … often after hours of beating each 

other bloody and senseless with hands wrapped in leather straps containing metal objects 

designed to inflict pain and suffering.  In this environment, Paul compares the Christian life to 

the life of an athlete saying, (1 Corinthians 9:25) “Every athlete exercises self-control in all 

things. They do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable.” 

 There’s an American swimmer named Kate I heard on the radio a while back.  She began 

swimming when she was 6 years old because she loved the sparkly swimsuits her neighborhood 

swim team had.  Soon though, the coach recognized her talents.  She worked tirelessly 

throughout her young life, making 4AM practices several days a week, sacrificing Friday and 

Saturday nights with friends, and having to eat certain foods and avoid others.  She was very 

disciplined and self-controlled.  And when she mixed it up in the pool, her discipline and self-

control paid dividends.  She won 5 world championships.  She broke numerous world records, 

including the longest held swimming record at the time.  She filled her trophy cabinet and 
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scrapbook with the accolades of the world.  Kate also had an active church life … despite 

swimming most every day and traveling the world for competitions. 

In 2008, at age 16, she made the Olympic team.  She was a favorite in her events.  But 

something happened.  At the Olympics, she failed to win any medals.  She called it a “failure.”  

While others on the team won medals and accolades, she received nothing.  The wreathes she 

had collected … perished.  Kate began to question her faith.  She recalls, “I was lost and angry 

at God.  I did all the stuff.  I sacrificed so much and followed all the rules!  Where’s my 

reward!?”  She seemed to have lost her focus on swimming … and on God. 

As Christians mix it up in the world, Paul urges us to follow his example saying, (1 

Corinthians 9:26-27) “So I do not run aimlessly; I do not box as one beating the air. But I 

discipline my body and keep it under control…”  When the Isthmian athletes went into training, 

they did so with their eye on the prize.  Their discipline and self-control had a purpose — to win 

the prize.  They weren’t running just to run or shadow boxing in a gym.  They were running in 

order to mix it up with the other athletes on the fields of competition!   

For the Christian, simply spending time in “undivided devotion to the Lord” without any 

purpose beyond putting knowledge in our heads is like “running aimlessly” or simply “beating 

the air.”  God calls us to use this knowledge … to mix it up in the world where He calls us. 

Kate’s mom Cathy always put bible verses in Kate’s gym bag.  One of them was Jeremiah 

29:11, “For I know the plans I have for you, declares the LORD, plans for welfare and not for 

evil, to give you a future and a hope.”  This verse strengthened Kate’s faith as she lost her focus.  

She says, “It hurt to not get a medal … but God’s not punishing me here. He’s got a plan.”  Kate 

was ready to get back to the disciplined work and self-control needed to swim in the 2012 

Olympics.  The work paid off again.  She had swum the 3rd fastest times in the world that year.  
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Swimming was fun again.  She even had a group of swimmers to do regular Bible studies with.  

Things looked great … then, during Opening Ceremonies, she caught the flu.  The favorite to 

medal was disappointed once again as she finished dead last in her first qualifying heat.  She 

says, “It all fell out from under me again.”  Kate worked so hard to be prepared to mix it up in 

the pool.  But, once again … the wreathes she longed for perished before her. 

We don’t know if Paul was any kind of an athlete, but we do know he was prepared to mix it 

up with those Jesus called him to when they met on the road to Damascus.  Paul disciplined his 

mind and body through his “undivided devotion to the Lord.”  He did this to do the things he 

needed to do as the Holy Spirit led him forward to mix it up with the world to bring the 

uncompromised, saving word of the gospel to everyone God brought into his life. 

Today Jesus has called Harlynn by the gospel into baptism … as He has called her parents 

David and Nikki and all of us here today … to take on a similar task for Him.  We are called to 

be His hands and feet … fighting against Satan and his coworkers in faith … running the race of 

faith … as we mix it up in the world.  He calls us to be disciplined as we prepare ourselves 

through “undivided devotion to the Lord.”  And then, to use the knowledge gained in our 

preparation to proclaim the gospel in love to all we come in contact with.  Regardless of who 

they are and what beliefs they cling to … we are called to make ourselves (1 Corinthians 9:19, 

22) “a servant to all, that we might win more of them … to become all things to all people, that 

by all means we might save some.”  However, this doesn’t mean we forget about God’s will and 

the law of Christ as we mix it up with the world.  This is where disciplined and self-controlled 

preparation come into play!  As we meet people in their sin, we need to be disciplined and self-

controlled enough to avoid falling into or condoning their sin.   
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As we mix it up in the world, there are and will continue to be times we falter as Satan gets 

the better of us.  Perhaps we get tired … so we neglect God the neighbor in need God calls us to 

show love to as he suffers from physical hunger or emotional and spiritual hunger.  Maybe we 

falter by making angry comments and gestures in moments frustration with those God has called 

into our presence to lovingly help.  Possibly it’s when, in a weak moment, we make bad choices 

about our activities in the world.  These things will happen when we get in the ring or run the 

race of life.  But, this shouldn’t deter us from mixing it up in a fallen world as we’re called to do. 

Jesus asks us to get dirty as we mix it up … just as He did.  He set aside His eternal crown of 

glory and power and might as He descended from His throne in heaven to mix it up in His fallen 

creation.  The Son of God came to redeem all of His creation by proclaiming His good news to 

all mankind.  He ate and drank with tax collectors, prostitutes, and adulterers.  He didn’t say their 

thievery and sexual immorality were acceptable.  He called sin what is was … sin!  But, He also 

showed them His love … showing them their need to be saved from sin.  Forgiving them as they 

turned away from their evil ways in repentance and confessed their sin to Him.  Jesus battled 

with Satan’s unwitting partners the Pharisees and scribes … in order to show them how their 

boasting in their own works only won them the perishable prize of man’s adulation.   

Jesus got into the ring and fought toe-to-toe with Satan and it was a bloody fight indeed.  

Jesus appeared to be vanquished as He hung from the cross, battered and beaten … covered in 

His own blood … crowned with a crown of thorns.  But, Christ wasn’t defeated.  He exchanged 

that perishable crown of thorns for a permanent crown of victory when He rose from the dead 

three days later.  He earned the prize … the destruction of the power of sin, death, and the devil 

… for us.  He earned the prize … the redemption and restoration of His fallen creation … for us. 
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Kate’s perishable wreath of World Championships and world records had vanished.  But, her 

mom’s “undivided devotion to the Lord” enabled Kate to grab hold of God’s word.  Another of 

the verses her mom put in her bag was Philippians 4:13 “I can do all things through Him who 

strengthens me.”  After the disappointment of 2012, she realized she’s not alone.  Thanks to her 

mom’s discipline and self-control in her ministry to Kate, Kate’s faith was strengthened again.  

Kate remains among the faithful, continuing to mix it up in the world, competing in the race, 

fighting the good fight.  Kate realizes, “It’s God’s plan … I don’t have or need to have all the 

answers.  If gold medals aren’t part of the plan, that’s okay.  Swimming no longer defines me.” 

Together we join with Kate … all of us from the newly baptized in faith, just entering the 

ring, to grizzled veterans of faith, much closer to the end of the race than the beginning … 

striving together in discipline and self-control to build up Christ’s church in love.  To each of us 

here today … who hear His promises of forgiveness and eternal life and by the power of the 

Holy Spirit believe and confess Jesus as our Lord and Savior … He gives the crown of eternal 

life.  In our combat with Satan, we might falter now and again, but God our Father picks us up 

each time we do and forgives us.  The Holy Spirit strengthens us to continue our race.  Then, 

when we finish the race in faith, Christ our Lord will reward each of us with an imperishable 

prize saying, (Revelation 2:10) “I give you the crown of life.” 

May the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, guard your hearts and minds in 

Christ Jesus.  Amen. 

James Kent 


