Short Sermon today for Pentecost Sunday, but a good one. We also spent sometime taking a gifts surey to see what direction our church might take. 

“For Example” 
I Corinthians 9:24-27 
23 May 2010 

People really love sports in this country. I can remember going to Razorback Stadium as a kid on those cool, crisp Arkansas fall afternoons. Then would come the moment we all waited for, as we would “call the hogs” with “Woo, Pig Sooie!” 

At ancient Corinth, they had a stadium nearby where they celebrated the biannual Isthmian games. Now we might say that sports are a religion in our country, but they really meant it in Corinth. These games were dedicated to two gods of the sea. The first was the youth god Palaimon, who was often depicted riding a dolphin and was believed to be a rescuer of sailors in trouble. But the major temple was devoted to the god of the sea, Poseidon. The fans would live in tents for days, and eat meat that had been sacrificed before Poseidon’s image within his impressive temple. Since Paul had lived and worked with his own hands among the Corinthians for two years, he had no doubt been there at least for one. Plus, you can imagine all the extra work that was available for a tentmaker. 

Now the issue was still the eating of meat that had been sacrificed to idols. Some, who saw themselves as “strong,” thought it was just fine. Others saw that this meat came out of the temple of Poseidon, and felt this was getting too close to idol worship. Paul says to these strong members of the church: You want to be strong? Then why not be like the athletes at the games, who do without for the sake of a celery crown. You, on the other hand, should do without because you’re running for a crown that is imperishable. 

I like to view scripture as a conversation partner, and here the conversation we’re being invited to concerns the role of discipline in the Christian’s life. According to experts, if you want to make a change in your life, expect the first two weeks to be pure agony. After that, it gets a little easier; until at four weeks it begins to become a habit. After 90 days, the change becomes ingrained and the law of discipline takes over as it becomes a permanent part of your life. So our reading this morning asks us to consider where we feel the Spirit of God pulling us forward, and if we respond, then what will be the obstacles? Is it to pray, read the Bible and other inspirational literature, to change the way you relate to food, exercise, become a more active Christian? 

Well, these ancient runners can teach us a thing or two about getting rid of distractions and encumbrances. 

I had to look long and hard for a “PG” image of these runners because, how can I put this, they got down to basics when it came to impediments. And as for distractions, they would fasten their eyes of the victory crown, and as you can see they would press forward with all their might. 

Imagine the following scenario: 
Sanders is coming into the stretch run, and he just might be a contender! But what’s this? He’s pulling out his cell phone and attempting to send a text message while running! He’s wandering all over the track and now the other runners are passing him by. 

And the ancient pugnacious pugilists, or belligerent boxers, got into the ring and had at each other with no breaks. Wearing only strips of leather around their hands, they would strike at one another’s heads until one was knocked out or cried “uncle.” Paul here says he gives his flesh the knockout blow so that he might not be defeated. The Greek word means literally “to hit under the eye.” 

Imagine the following scenario: 
Sanders is striking at the air; he’s bouncing around like someone who floats like a butterfly and stings like a bee. But all that energy is without purpose as his opponent is at the other side of the ring! 

Paul says to the “strong” in Corinth: You say you’re tough because of what you feel free to do. I’m asking you to be strong because of what you can do without, if it helps a brother of sister become a better Christian. 

This is Pentecost Sunday, the birthday of the church. According to scripture, every member of the congregation has gifts that God can use for “building” up the church. 

But there’s all the difference in the world between having a potential gift, and using an actual gift. And our conversation partner, the scripture, invites us this morning to remember that the difference can be one word—discipline. 

As we converse with Paul this morning, let’s be open to the idea that when it comes to the Christian life, we let way too many distractions get in the way. We too often flail at the air, planning to do something, but never getting around to it. And as we take communion, let’s remember to ask God for the discipline of spiritual athletes running, not for a perishable wreath, but an imperishable crown. 

Amen. 
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