
alludes to the Isthmian Games, which
were held every other year in Corinth and
were second in importance only to the
Olympics. They included foot races, char-
iot races, and boxing matches. The apos-
tle uses the games as an illustration: just
as the athletes run the race to finish,
Christians should run for the crown of life. 

Athletes in ancient Greece would be
given a victory crown made of dried cel-
ery leaves. For these athletes there was
no medal, only the honor of victory. Paul
recognizes this fact when he mentions
Christians taking home an imperishable
crown rather than a perishable one (1
Corinthians 9:25). The accolades of this
world are fleeting and easily forgotten.
The only permanent glory in life is found
in God. 

Each athlete is a marvelous specimen
with a body fine-tuned for his or her cho-
sen sport. Each strives for the optimum in
the abilities that the event requires, care-
fully tailoring his or her diet, exercise rou-
tine, and lifestyle to try to become the
best in the world. The immense strength
of power-lifters, the dazzling speed of the
sprinters, and the unearthly agility of the
gymnasts leave millions of viewers won-
dering, “What would it be like to be able
to do that?” Paul is using these athletes
and their rigorous training regimens as
examples for the Christian life. It is a fine
example for flabby Christians in an age of
comfort and laziness. 

Paul’s reference to the Games is a time-
ly reminder. He adopts the language of
training as something fundamental for his
faith (1 Corinthians 9:26-27). Too many
churchgoers assume that sitting in wor-
ship once a week and occasionally
cracking their Bibles is effort enough.
They are content to live what they con-
sider to be good lives and do little more.
But how many world-class athletes exer-
cise only once a week? How many spend
a mere hour or two practicing their tech-
nique? Paul admonishes his readers to
“pray without ceasing” (1 Thessalonians
5:17). If athletes exercised only as often
as many Christians pray, they wouldn’t
make a junior varsity team, much less an
Olympic team. 

Unlike the Olympic events that had only
one winner, the victor’s prize in Christ
awaits all who finish. Life is a race. 
Run it well. !
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THE PURSUIT OF GLORY

For two weeks in August, athletes, coaches, analysts, reporters,
promoters, and spectators will descend upon the city of Beijing to
participate in the Olympic Games. The finest athletes from around
the globe will put their abilities on display for the world to see. Four
years of hope will be realized by a selected few who participate,
and victory enjoyed by fewer still who will take home a medal. Glory
takes the form of glittering gold and immortalization in sports histo-
ry. There will be fantastic victories and agonizing defeats, but in the

end, it will have been exactly what the ancient Greeks wanted: glorious.  
For something as familiar as the Olympic Games, they have their fair share of cher-

ished myths. All military conflicts did not stop during the games in antiquity, contrary to
popular belief. Unlike the modern games that typically feature amateurs, ancient
Olympians were professionals. An inscription on a stone block at Delphi is said to be
the earliest example of the five interlocking rings on the Olympic flag, but the symbol
was actually invented in 1913 (the inscription of the rings is an old movie prop). Not
even the beloved flame is safe. The torch, which tours the world prior to the start of the
Games, is also a modern invention. 

The traditional date asssigned to the first Olympics is 776 B.C.; they continued
through at least the fourth century A.D. Athletes consisted only of free males, and
women were barred from watching the events. Participants competed in the nude, and
they weren’t above cheating to get the upper hand on their competition. Even after
swearing sacred oaths to play by the rules, some attempted to use curses against their
opponents, perhaps because winning was glorious – and profitable. While athletes
competed primarily for honor, they also accepted cash prizes and other benefits 
for their efforts. The city of Athens even legislated a limit on how much athletes 
could accept, up to the healthy sum of 500 drachmas, more than $300,000 in today’s 
currency. 

Modern athletes are under scrutiny by the world, thanks to hundreds of cameras, but
their ancient counterparts felt no less pressure to win. Though competing as individu-
als, they represented their families and their people. A great deal of time and money
went into training for the Games. While the winners basked in glory, ancient sources
record that the losers often made their way home through back alleys.   

Given the importance of the Games in the ancient world, it is no surprise that we find
a reference to racing in Scripture. In writing to the church at Corinth, the apostle Paul
tells the Corinthians, “Do you not know that in a race all the runners compete, but only
one receives the prize? So run that you may obtain it” (1 Corinthians 9:24, ESV). He
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