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Our mission with the BIG TRUTH little books® series is 
to provide edifying, accessible literature for Christian 
readers from all walks of life. We understand that it is 
often difficult to find time to read good books. But we 
also understand that reading is a valuable means of 
spiritual growth. The answer? Get some really big truth 
into some little books. These books may be small, but 
each is full of Scripture, theological reflection, and 
pastoral insight. Our hope is that Christians young and 
old will benefit from these books as they grow in their 
knowledge of Christ through His Word.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cliff McManis, General Editor  
Derek Brown, Series Editor 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

I’m not Jeremy Lin. I’m not Stephen Curry. I’m not 
Allyson Felix. I’m not Michael Chang. I’m not Tim 
Tebow. I’m not A.C. Green. I’m not Manny Pacquiao. 
I’m not a professional athlete who also happens to be 
a Christian. I’m a pastor and a teacher, and I’m more 
than content to be doing what I do. I never had the 
ambition to become a professional athlete. In fact, I 
wasn’t even raised in a culture that valued sports. So 
how in the world did I end up writing a book on 
sports?  

Why I’m Writing this Book 
It all started in the summer of 2019. I was sitting in my 
car in the church parking lot. In the passenger seat was 
a young college student who I had mentored during 
his high school days—as his pastor, physics tutor, and 
athletic trainer. During the course of our conversation, 
he said, “All this stuff we’re talking about right now—
people need to hear this.” The very next day, he found 
me at the church office and said, “I have an idea for 
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your next writing project. It should be something like, 
‘Life Lessons from Sports.’” 
 A few months later, I had watched as our junior 
high’s boys football team endured a heartbreaking loss 
against the league’s top-ranked team. We had blown a 
huge lead, eventually losing the game on a last-play 
interception. In the emotion-laden minutes following 
the game, there could be heard, among team members, 
a fair amount of crying, blame shifting, arguing, and 
name-calling.  
 As the Bible teacher and athletic director (which 
was part of my duty as the school’s assistant principal), 
I felt it necessary to address the team. So the following 
day, I called the football team members out of their 
elective class, brought them into an empty classroom, 
and walked them through a session called, “Life 
Lessons from Sports.” There were eight lessons, all of 
which were birthed from the conversations I had with 
the young man mentioned above. Those eight lessons 
are the first eight lessons expounded in this book. 
These middle school boys who were the first to hear 
these eight lessons would repeatedly bring them up in 
conversations with me during the ensuing middle 
school sports season.  
 As the school’s athletic director (or “AD”), I have 
frequently emphasized to our coaches and students 
that an athletic program is only as good as the 
character it produces in its athletes. Sports, then, are a 
means to an end—not the end itself. The experiences 
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mentioned in the paragraphs above prompted me to 
think of the many lessons that we have to learn as 
Christians that are often illustrated in the world of 
sports and athletics. I have acted upon that college 
student’s request while simultaneously building upon 
what I started in my day-after-game teaching with 
those middle-school boys. I’ve also added, nineteen 
more lessons—taken predominantly from the 
experiences I had with the middle school boys in the 
ensuing basketball season—to complete this book. 
 I understand that the content of these chapters 
may indeed cater to a narrow audience. Not everyone 
enjoys sports, my wife included. At the same time, it 
cannot be denied that sports and athletic endeavors are 
significantly entrenched  in American culture and 
occupy a significant place in church youth life. It is my 
hope that, through reading this book, these sports-
themed lessons about Christian living may be 
crystallized in their minds, engraved in their hearts, and 
reinforced in their lives. 

The Parable of Sports in My Life 
Sports and athletics are most definitely an integral 
component of my life. To those who know me well, 
such is nothing short of obvious. To those who have 
known me since childhood, such is nothing short of 
ironic. 
 The irony is rooted in a late elementary anti-sport 
proclamation I made to family members, in which I 
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proclaimed that I would never get into sports. For one, 
I grew up in a culture that placed a premium on arts 
over athletics, and on scholarship over sports. 
Although my brother and two sisters excelled in 
competitive sports, I was never pressured into playing 
sports by my parents (they were more interested in 
cultivating my pianist skills). Childhood obesity also 
may have contributed to my disinterest in sports—I 
was already over 150 pounds by the time I hit 5th 
grade. The truth is, I simply had other interests at that 
point in my young life.  
 Even during my high school years—when the 
weight fell off and I played for my high school’s varsity 
tennis team (I did make the cut, and the coach gave me 
#1 singles position during my senior year)—I was far 
more concerned about my Advanced Placement exam 
scores than I was over my tennis win-loss record. At 
that point I may have been a scholar athlete by 
external profile, but I was a scholar by internal 
ambition—with academic pursuits being the more 
prominent goal for me. Even as a senior in high school 
when I had morphed into an athlete of some 
substance, sports were simply an avenue to release the 
built-up stress from academic pressure. 
 That I have engaged in sports with any level of 
proficiency was almost accidental; that I have engaged in 
sports and athletics as a profession is even more so. Yet, 
the professional history speaks for itself. Since 
graduating from college, I have served occupationally 
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as a personal trainer, as a conditioning specialist, as a 
coach in multiple sports, as a physical education 
teacher, and most recently as a school athletic director.  
It was that athletic director role that really catapulted 
me into deeper thinking about, and eventual 
apprehension of, the significant ways that athletic 
competition can teach lessons to young people. 
 Aware that the stated purpose of our athletic 
program was to teach our students to engage in 
competitive athletics in a manner that glorifies Christ 
and equips them for life, I realized that the best way to 
teach these things as their AD would not be through 
barking at them from the sidelines or lecturing them in 
the classroom, but practically and concretely modeling 
this to them in the actual field of competition. Doing 
so gives both credibility and sympathy (it’s easy to 
criticize a student-athlete over a tough loss until you 
yourself endure the pain of one). And so, I began 
playing official tournaments in my main sport—
tennis—but at an even higher level of competition 
than my high school days. 
 Now fully engaged in sports and athletics at every 
level—from recreation to vocation to competition—I 
understand ever more vividly why there is so much 
athletic analogy in the Scriptures. Marathoners, 
sprinters, wrestlers, boxers—the Bible employs them 
all to illustrate key aspects of the faith. Sports really 
serve as a parable for Christian living; there are simply 
things that you learn from competitive athletics that 
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you can’t really learn in the classroom or your living 
room.  
 The following chapters will consist of a collection 
of biblical life lessons that can be learned from sports 
that some good friends and colleagues have 
encouraged me to assemble and share. I pray this book 
will be a blessing to you in your walk with Christ.  
 
 



 

 

 
 

1 
 

LEARNING TO SEEK 
FORTHRIGHT AND 

PAINFUL CORRECTION 

While I was at a youth bowling event several years ago, 
one of the youth workers told me he could discern 
which boys were currently active in sports and which 
ones were more fresh on the scene. How did he do 
this? By noting how the boys responded to correction 
when taught how to bowl. For the kids who were 
engaged in competitive sports, reproof and correction 
were not problematic—to borrow an analogy from 
those who thrive in the water, reproof and correction 
were “the ocean they swam in.” 
 This isn’t saying that those who choose arts or 
academics over athletics are consigned to a perpetual 
state of being unteachable. But every good athlete 
aiming to get better knows that improvement only 
happens through the receiving of forthright and 
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sometimes painful correction. An athlete learns how to 
receive that correction without taking it personally. 
Good athletes understand that reproof—no matter 
how pointed and taxing—is not designed to attack the 
dignity of their personhood, but rather is intended to 
help them change for the better. At the higher levels of 
sports, not only do athletes learn to receive correction 
well—they learn to actually seek it, as they know that 
they may well stagnate without it. 
 In the Bible, Proverbs 15:31-32 instructs, “He 
whose ear listens to the life-giving reproof will dwell 
among the wise. He who neglects discipline despises 
himself, but he who listens to reproof acquires 
understanding.” Reproof is never easy to listen to for 
anyone; no one naturally or instinctively enjoys hearing 
others tell them what they’re doing wrong. In fact, 
those who claim that they love being corrected are—at 
least in my experience—those who most resent and 
disregard correction. 
 The wise person understands that it is a 
fundamental skill in life to be able to differentiate 
between the immense dignity of one’s personhood and 
the shortcomings that need to be addressed in one’s 
life. Conversely, the foolish person takes offense at 
every correction, and seeks only to express his own 
opinions and insist on being right in his own eyes 
(Prov 12:15). As wisdom-desiring Christians, not only 
should we be able to take correction, but we should 
seek it. This proactive pursuit of wisdom will benefit us 
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virtually every area of life. It’s true in sports. It’s true in 
school. It’s true at work. And it’s especially true in 
one’s pursuit of spiritual maturity. 
 It is impossible to grow spiritually without learning 
how to receive and seek forthright and painful 
correction. Paul reminds Timothy that the Scriptures 
are not only profitable for teaching, but also for 
reproof and correction (2 Tim 3:16). Thus, the only 
way for a man to reach the maturity that leads to 
salvation (2 Tim 3:15) is to submit himself to biblical 
reproof and correction administered by faithful and 
godly men (2 Tim 2:2). Does not the grace of God 
teach us to deny ungodliness (Titus 2:12)? Thus, being 
a true disciple of Christ necessitates listening to 
correction and taking it to heart—not taking it 
personally. At times, such correction—when given 
faithfully by a friend—will wound us (Prov 27:6). But 
those who are serious about growing in Christ-like 
maturity understand the value of learning to willingly 
“swim in such an ocean” for the glory of God and the 
good of others. 
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LEARNING TO TAKE RISKS 
AND PUT YOUR ABILITIES 

ON THE LINE 

“Go for it!” is an imperative that is an omnipresent 
expression in the world of competitive sports. The 
importance and value of taking risks is far more 
effectively understood in athletics than in academics. 
In academics, good students study so that they can 
remove risks of subpar performance—in the academic 
performance world, there is no need to conduct any 
risk-assessments because the objective is to remove 
risk through more studying. A student seeking to 
perform well doesn’t want to take any risks if they are 
taking a calculus exam or writing a research paper. 
 But risk-assessment, and decision-making based 
on a weighing of risks, is a necessity in virtually all 
sports. When competing in the field, there is a 
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relationship between risk and reward. The shots or 
plays that are inherently riskier are also those that—if 
rightly executed—increase the reward. Some athletes 
are, by personality, willing to take more risks than 
others. At times, such risk is rewarded. At other times, 
it is the less risky approach—"percentage plays” and 
consistency—that gets the win. But what is never 
rewarded is timidity. Athletes understand that, when it 
comes to competition, the outcome is not guaranteed. 
You can be at your best and still lose; you can be at 
your worst and still win. But as the greatest 
professional hockey legend, Wayne Gretzky, once 
famously said, “You miss 100% of the shots you don’t 
take.” A competitive athlete understands that, in order 
to succeed, one has to take risks and put one’s abilities 
on the line even if the outcome is uncertain. 
 I had a conversation with a young athlete about 
the difference between playing to win and playing not 
to lose. How many times have we seen athletes who 
were in a position to win a game, match, or event 
suddenly find themselves in disastrous positions of 
loss because, under the pressure of competition, they 
shrunk back from their effective strategy and instead 
gave the reigns of opportunity to their opponents, 
hoping they would not be able to take advantage of it? 
I have fallen prey to this weakness both as a tennis 
player and as a youth coach—in the latter case having 
watched in heartbreak as teams I coached were in 
winning positions and let victory slip away because of 
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this mistake. There’s a difference between competing 
with control and competing timidly where you actually 
relinquish control. 
 As a tennis player, whether I’m choosing to go for 
a down-the-line bullet or a cross-court rally ball, I need 
to be committed, decisive, and step into my shots. 
Whether one is an ultra-risk taker or a more 
conservative percentage player, a good athlete knows 
the importance of being in command, of being 
purposeful with one’s game plan, and of being an 
assertive presence as a competitor. In sports, there’s a 
big difference between being humble and being timid. 
And timidity is not only a hindrance in competitive 
sports; it is a hindrance in Christian living. 
 Timidity and passivity guarantee one thing in life: 
you will accomplish nothing. Ecclesiastes 11:4 warns, 
“He who watches the wind will not sow and he who 
looks at the clouds will not reap.” In other words, 
waiting passively for life to happen out of fear of 
failure will only result in failure to achieve. We are 
called to “cast our bread on the surface of the waters” 
(Eccl.11:1) not because we are certain of the outcome, 
but because we know that nothing will be gained by 
waiting for a perfect moment. 
 Why? Because life, by nature, is full of 
uncertainties. We cannot live in a way that attempts to 
guarantee tomorrow’s outcome, for James 4:14 warns: 
“you do not know what your life will be like 
tomorrow.” Nor can we live in a way that attempts to 
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avoid failure, because failure is an inevitable part of 
growth (Prov 24:16a). The wise way to respond to 
uncertainty is by humbly and courageously taking 
calculated risks, and by boldly stepping up to the plate 
and giving life its fullest shot. This is also, by the way, 
the only way we will ever make a difference for the 
kingdom of God (2 Tim 1:7). So, for the glory of God 
and the good of others, step fully into life and put your 
abilities on the line. 
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LEARNING TO COMPETE  
AND FIGHT 

My dad often used to tell us when we were kids, “You 
don’t compete just to do your best, you compete to 
win; otherwise don’t compete, just practice!” It didn’t 
make sense to me then, but it does now. There is 
indeed a difference between playing your best and 
playing to win. That’s true in sports. That’s true in life. 
That’s true in ministry. “Run in such a way that you 
may win!” says Paul in 1 Corinthians 9:24. Tenacity 
can overcome talent; grit can overcome game. 
 As an athlete, there are times when I have won 
tennis matches because my skillset was superior to that 
of the other player. But there were plenty more times 
when I won matches against players with equal or even 
superior ability simply by my refusing to quit even 
with, as the cliché goes, my back against the wall. 



Compete and Fight 

16 

 Experienced athletes will attest that, at higher-
level competition, sports is far more—I repeat, far 
more—about the mental than it is about the physical 
or technical. This is the difference between recreation 
and competition. And there often comes a point in 
competitive sports where, as the tennis hall-of-famer 
Andy Roddick has said, “all strategy goes out the 
window and it becomes all about fight.” Thus, for 
success in sports, competitive grit is every bit as 
important as technical proficiency and athletic 
prowess. 
 When it comes to living for the Lord and 
engaging in His work, there’s no escaping the call to 
battle due to the reality of opposition to God and His 
work from Satan and those “of this world” (Eph 6:12). 
Christian living is not recreation; it’s competition. The 
Christian life is not a hobby; it is a fight. Walking in 
faith involves fighting the good fight of faith (1 Tim 
6:12). A faithful Christian, therefore, is a fighting 
Christian. 
 This is true because of the presence of a very real 
and powerful enemy in Satan who prowls around like a 
roaring lion waiting for someone to devour (1 Pet 5:8). 
We must be watchful, ready for battle, even with life’s 
changing circumstances. Some seasons of life will be 
relatively tranquil; others will be marked by heavy 
affliction, if not opposition and persecution. But when 
life gets agonizing, the Christian must dig in and 
agonize. When faced with opposition and resistance to 
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the work of the Lord, the Christian can’t roll over in 
resignation; he must fervently compete to win the 
souls of people for the glory of God (1 Cor 9:24-27). 
When faced with the disappointment of temporary 
losses, he must forget what lies behind, reach forward 
to what lies ahead, and press on toward the goal for 
the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus 
(Phil 3:14). 
 While the prize is reserved for us and victory is 
guaranteed, victory won’t be realized and the prize 
won’t be won apart from the agonizing fight of the 
Christian soldier against the opponents who seek to 
take away the prize. The souls you will see in heaven 
are the souls that were fought for on earth. The 
rewards gained in heaven were presented to those who 
won their race on earth. Souls will be saved and 
rewards will be given, and such will happen through 
the soldiers of Christ who were willing to fight the 
good fight of faith. 
 How much more effective we will be for the 
furtherance of God’s kingdom if, during those seasons 
of affliction and opposition, we would quit com-
plaining and start competing! 
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LEARNING HOW TO LIVE 
LAWFULLY AND FAIRLY 

One of the most sobering things to watch in sports is 
seeing athletes get stripped of their medals due to 
some form of cheating. Names like Ben Johnson, 
Marion Jones, Tonya Harding, and Lance Armstrong 
come to mind. But equally disappointing is watching 
athletes favored to win the competition who were 
disqualified due to inadvertently violating the rules of 
the game. 
 No matter how well an athlete competes or how 
far ahead of the competition he is, the athlete can only 
win if he competes according to the rules of that 
particular sport. As an athlete, you risk disqualification 
either by breaking the rules or being ignorant of them. 
Most competitive athletes would take fair defeat over 
disqualification every time. Nothing makes an athlete 
feel the futility of their painstaking training and efforts 
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quite like disqualification. I’ve seen it at the preliminary 
stage of youth sports; I’ve watched it at the highest 
level of competition. Hence, Paul’s reminder to 
Timothy in 2 Timothy 2:5, “if anyone competes as an 
athlete, he does not win the prize unless he competes 
according to the rules.” 
 However, Paul isn’t exhorting Timothy in the 
realm of athletics, but in the realm of gospel ministry. 
If we are seeking to further the gospel of Jesus Christ 
in this world, we must not only beware of 
entanglement in civilian affairs (2 Tim 2:4) but also 
beware of the threat of disqualification (2 Tim 2:5). 
While being persecuted for the sake of the gospel is to 
be expected and cannot be avoided (2 Tim 3:12), 
disqualifying oneself from the ministry of the gospel is 
downright tragic and must be avoided at all costs.  
 How many times have we seen gifted ministers 
disqualify themselves from ministry roles and besmirch 
both their legacy and the lives of their congregations 
by falling into disqualifying immorality and conduct? 
How many times have we seen a sincere minister 
inadvertently ruin an opportunity to minister to a 
particular people group because he carelessly and 
unnecessarily offended them? Did not Paul say that he 
would discipline himself such that he would not be 
disqualified from preaching the gospel to others (1 Cor 
9:27)? 
 As much as it hurts to see a minister of the gospel 
being persecuted, it is a far larger blow to God’s 
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people to see him get disqualified. Just as an athlete 
can only win by competing according to the rules, a 
minister can only win souls by living according to the 
Word in an uncompromising manner. For only when a 
man is sanctified in character can he be useful for 
service to Christ. 
 How, then, must a Christian live to avoid 
disqualification at all costs? Paul provides instruction, 
for this issue in his second letter to Timothy:  

Now in a large house there are not only gold 
and silver vessels, but also vessels of wood 
and of earthenware, and some to honor and 
some to dishonor. Therefore, if anyone 
cleanses himself from these things, he will be 
a vessel for honor, sanctified, useful to the 
Master, prepared for every good work. Now 
flee from youthful lusts and pursue 
righteousness, faith, love and peace, with 
those who call on the Lord from a pure heart 
(2 Tim 2:20-22). 

It is a sobering reminder that the pursuit of godliness 
must precede our engagement in good works. The 
Lord will only use vessels of honor to accomplish His 
honorable work. In other words, if you want to be 
used for God’s work, you must first live by God’s 
Word. If you want to be used for the work of Christ, 
you must pursue the character of Christ by the 
enabling grace of God with us (1 Cor 15:10). Let us 
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remember, then, the wise words of Robert Murray 
M’Cheyne when he said, “It is not great talents God 
blesses so much as great likeness to Jesus. A holy 
minister is an awful weapon in the hand of God.” 
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LEARNING HOW TO REJOICE 
AND SHARE YOUR JOY WITH 

OTHERS  

It would come down to the wire. My partner John and 
I were locked in a heated back and forth tennis battle 
against the number-two doubles duo of the Palo Verde 
(NV) Panthers high school tennis team. (The Panthers 
would go on to win the league that season.) It was 
inevitable: at 6-all, the match would be decided by a 
tiebreaker. The other players from both schools had 
finished their matches earlier and had come over to 
watch our match and cheer us on, joining the cheering 
of team members’ family members and friends  who 
had come to watch the high schoolers play. 
 Somehow, John and I reached match point, riding 
on the “c’mon guys!” and “let’s go!” chants of our 
teammates from the sideline. With both opposing 
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players and John all at the net (as you’re supposed to 
be in doubles), I was the lone at baseline. With the ball 
hit deep into the open court on our side and with John 
too far up at net to make a run for it, I scrambled to 
the other side of the court and made a last-second 
decision—a  backhand crosscourt lob instead of 
hitting a passing shot drive down the line.  
 As my backhand lob floated high over our 
opponents’ heads, one of them shouted, “Let it go!”—
hoping it would go out. Time seemed to slow, all eyes 
converged on the arc of the ball. Landing safely within 
the line, the thrill of victory belonged to us!  Along 
with the crowd, our team went berserk, erupting in 
jubilation the moment our school’s victory was 
secured. After looking over to them and giving a silent 
fist pump of relief, I turned toward the net where 
John—two years my junior, whom I almost never 
interacted with during actual school hours—yelled out 
with a smile on his face, “I love you, Julian!” 
 I still regularly hit backhand lobs in matches 
today. And every time I hit one for a winner, I am 
reminded of that tiebreaking point when the joy and 
relief I felt from winning a tennis match was equally 
shared by others who were a part of the same team. 

Nothing builds synergy and camaraderie like 
playing team sports. Individuals who might brawl off 
the court all of a sudden learn to high-five one another 
on the court. Players who want nothing to do with 
each other off the field are cheering each other on the 
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field like there’s no tomorrow. There’s something 
about the tribal heat of competition that compels 
athletes to put their differences aside, cooperate with 
good communication, and genuinely rejoice (and 
weep) with one another. And it’s not just the athletes 
who carry this shared sentiment. As a coach, my heart 
soared with my team in their victories and sunk with 
them in their bitter losses. These characteristics of 
team sports demonstrate, sometimes dramatically, the 
nature of fellowship, or partnership, in a common 
cause. 
 The call to rejoice or share your joy with others is 
an exhortation to all Christians (Rom 12:15). It’s easy 
to become individualistic and self-absorbed in one’s 
own life, growth, and progress. It’s easy to rejoice 
when your life is filled with blessings, and it’s easy to 
weep when your life is struck with tragedy. But 
Christians are more than just individual followers of 
Christ; we exist as a team, a fellowship centered on the 
furtherance of the gospel, and one operating as a 
united body in which all members cooperate with, and 
care for, one another. Paul told the Philippian church, 
“I rejoice and share my joy with you all. You too, I 
urge you, rejoice in the same way and share your joy 
with me” (Phil 2:17-18). This kind of mutual rejoicing 
will happen when Christians are in pursuit of a vision 
that stretches past the horizon of their own lives—
namely, the exaltation of Christ, the global spread of 
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the gospel, and the salvation of men from every people 
group. 

 



 

 

 
 

6 
 

LEARNING HOW TO WIN 
WHEN YOU ARE NOT AT 

YOUR BEST 

I remember, during my teaching days, speaking to a 
young athlete once during physical education class 
who was visibly upset that he wasn’t performing well 
on that particular day. As we were sitting on the 
sideline, he lamented, with tears streaming down his 
face, that he no longer wanted to participate because 
he had never played this poorly before. I then told 
him, “I’m not going to force you to play today, but 
one of the things you need to realize about sports is 
that there are days when you’re simply going to be off 
your game, and every athlete needs to learn to compete 
even when they’re not at their best.” A few minutes 
later, he wiped away his tears and was back in the 
game. 
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 This is where sports lessons can be very different 
from academic lessons. As an educator, I’ve taught 
several students who would go through the entire 
school year scoring “A’s” on every single one of their 
various subject tests. But competitive athletes 
understand what it means to be “on fire” as well as 
what it means to be “off.” They know that they won’t 
be at their best all the time as there are so many factors 
in sports that are out of the athlete’s control. 
 There were times, during my competitive tennis 
playing days, when I felt like I was hitting the ball so 
well I could squash Boris Becker, and there were other 
days when I was hitting the ball so poorly that Big Bird 
could have beaten me. But what often distinguishes a 
great competitor from a good one is the ability to win 
when things aren’t going his way and he isn’t playing 
his best. Succeeding in sports means learning to fight 
through the bad days, adapting to see such days as 
opportunities for growth, and also committing to live 
in the present by letting the past go. 
 Such inevitable “bad days” are not only a part of 
sports—they are a part of life in general. This is true 
personally and emotionally. This is true relationally. 
This is true circumstantially. This is true spiritually. 
Christians will experience both seasons of fruitfulness 
and seasons of drought. There are days when the 
horizon is crystal clear, and there are days when 
nothing seems to make sense. There are periods when 
you’re running well and there are periods when you’re 
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feeling weighed down. At times, you’ll see fruit; other 
times, you’ll feel as if you’re in a “funk.” 
 But plentiful harvests are often followed by 
periods of drought. While there are times to ride the 
wave of victory, there are other times—when life 
doesn’t seem to be going well—when we must simply 
press forward and keep our heads in the game. In the 
same way that a good competitive athlete keeps his 
feet moving in the game during dry spells, a faithful 
man of God must keep his knees bent during a 
drought. As Habakkuk says, 

Though the fig tree should not blossom, and 
there be no fruit on the vines, though the 
yield of the olive should fail and the fields 
produce no food, though the flocks should 
be cut off from the fold and there be no 
cattle in the stalls, yet I will exult in the 
LORD, I will rejoice in the God of my 
salvation (Hab 3:17-18). 

The commitment to worship God—to exult and 
rejoice in Him—must equally persist through spans of 
prosperity as well as poverty, because Christ is to be 
exalted perpetually through all seasons, and the 
salvation we have in Christ remains true through every 
circumstance. Oh, how important it is for us soldiers 
of Christ to press on toward the victory guaranteed to 
us, even when we’re not at our best!  
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LEARNING TO GRACIOUSLY 
HANDLE FAILURE, 

DISAPPOINTMENT, AND 
DEFEAT 

Sometimes, it’s because your opponent was simply too 
good. Other times, you had it and then you choked. 
There are times when it simply slipped away, and other 
times when you deserved to win as much as your rival, 
but there could only be one victor. 
 Whatever the case, every competitive athlete will 
have to endure the experience of losing. And while 
losing hurts for any athlete who cares, there are few 
sights more distressing than a sore loser. 
 Skills can be learned during practice, but 
sportsmanship is an issue of character that can only be 
truly learned and tested through the heat of 
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competition. And while it takes training to be a modest 
winner, it takes an abundance of character to be a 
gracious loser. 
 The potential of an athlete is realized when he 
wins; the character of an athlete is proven when he 
loses. It’s part of the reason why the introduction of 
“participation awards” in sports has only hindered the 
character building in our youth. Unlike good students 
who can avoid failing tests for the entirety of their 
academic career, losses are inevitable experiences in 
sports—even the best athletes know that there are 
times when “the race is not to the swift” (Eccl 9:11). 
 I mentioned earlier that every competitive athlete 
must not only play his best, but also play to win. And 
when you play to win, losses sting. I honestly thought 
that being a family man and a pastor would take away 
the ache of defeat after all the suffering I’ve had to 
endure in life. But as I’m now back into playing 
competitive sports, I realize that losing still hurts; it 
hurts just as much as it did back in my high school 
days. And, as one great track-and-field athlete said, it 
shouldn’t feel any other way. 
 As a coach, I’d rather see one of my athletes cry 
from bitter disappointment after a loss than be giddy 
or apathetic. But one of the greatest lessons that can 
be gleaned from sports is learning how to handle 
losses—even the most painful ones—with class and 
grace. This is what sportsmanship is all about. In true 
competitive sports, winners and losers do exist! And 
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good sportsmanship involves not only being a humble 
winner but an equally gracious loser. 
 Job, in his response to his wife’s calls to curse 
God due to their calamity, admonished, “Shall we 
indeed accept good from God and not accept 
adversity?” (Job 2:10). How many times have we seen 
people sing praises to God during life’s wins and then 
fail to show that same kind of dignified worship during 
life’s losses? 
 Just as a good sportsman is dignified in both 
victory and defeat, a mature believer nobly exhibits 
sincere worship and trust in God in both prosperity 
and adversity. He understands that both are a part of 
life—in the same way an athlete understands that both 
winning and losing are a part of sports—and learns to 
genuinely accept both.  
 Part of trusting God is learning to accept that 
both fortune and misfortune are from Him, and also 
decreed by Him for the greater good. And along with 
this, trusting Him in all things involves persevering in 
faith even after encountering adversity or personally 
stumbling. Did not Jesus know that Peter would 
stumble greatly, and yet prayed that his faith would not 
fail and instructed him to strengthen his brothers once 
restored? Without a doubt, the character of a man is 
built through both trials (James 1:2-4) and failures 
(Luke 22:31-32). 
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LEARNING TO RESPECT THE 
JUDGMENT OF AN 

AUTHORITY 

I now understand why in pre-match interviews athletes 
often say, “May the best player win.” They say this 
because there are times when the best player doesn’t 
win (Eccl 9:11). It may even be that the loss was due 
to a wrong call or judgment by an officiating authority 
that affected the outcome of the competition. 
 Referees and umpires are not always right. Judges 
are not always impartial. In the heat of competition, 
bad calls do happen. And in sports that rely on panels 
of judges, corruption and partiality can’t always be 
avoided. Sometimes, it greatly affects who wins or 
loses; at other times, it’s a mere aberration within the 
flow of competition. In either case, it’s extremely 
frustrating to deal with and it can bring out the fire and 
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brimstone in otherwise placid competitors. For this 
reason, I’m a big fan of instant replays and multi-angle 
hawk-eye cameras that verify controversial calls. I am 
all for tweaking the judging system in sports like 
gymnastics and figure skating that increase the 
objectivity of the way scores are given. 
 But while all officiating authorities must be held 
doubly accountable, I do think that one of the trends 
in competitive athletics that has had a poor influence 
on youth today is how many high-profile professional 
athletes disrespectfully argue with referees or umpires 
about calls that go against them. Such abhorrent 
conduct is, unfortunately, too often emulated by 
younger athletes—even at a middle-school level. 
 I’ve watched adolescent athletes mouth expletives 
at referees for what they perceived to be bad calls that 
actually were fair ones, and then simply brush it off as, 
“I was just frustrated.” One thing I’ve told young 
athletes is that at the end of the day, they have not 
been selected to arbitrate those judgment calls. The 
referees, umpires, and judges have been specifically 
trained to officiate and make judgments about the 
game play at a high level in the same way that athletes 
are trained to excel in their sport. The more habitually 
you argue with the officiating authorities, the more 
likely you will be treated as a  “cry wolf.” 
 The problem is not just with young athletes, but 
also with young people in general. One of the alarming 
trends I’ve noticed in the youth of today is the blatant 
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disregard toward moral and veracious authority figures 
in general, whether in educational, vocational, 
governmental, or familial realms. “My teacher doesn’t 
know how to teach,” or “My boss doesn’t know what 
he’s doing,” or “The government is doing everything 
backwards,” or “My parents are clueless,” are common 
phrases that come out of the mouths of today’s young 
blood.  
 At times, they may have a valid point. But much 
more frequently, it’s an issue of the heart that simply 
doesn’t understand the virtue and wisdom of 
submitting to authority. Romans 13:1 says, “Every 
person is to be in subjection to the governing 
authorities. For there is no authority except from God, 
and those which exist are established by God.” There 
are times when our governing authorities will indeed 
praise what is good and punish what is evil; there are 
times when they will pervert it. 
 But the reason why most of us are not presently 
in those positions of authority is because God has not 
ordained it. And while there are certainly times to 
exhibit civil disobedience (Acts 5:29), God did not 
design for this to be the norm or the default response 
for Christians. Instead, Christians ought to submit 
themselves to every human institution (1 Pet 2:13) and 
show honor toward authorities (1 Pet 2:17). For the 
most part, this will work out for our benefit. But there 
may be times when we, even while submitting to 
authorities, will suffer unjustly in the process. And if 
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the latter is true, let us remember that we are called to 
walk in the footsteps of One whose willingness to 
suffer unjustly resulted in the salvation of us all! 
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LEARNING TO BE SOBER-
MINDED ABOUT YOUR WINS 

AND LOSSES  

Ask a group of people to define the word “upset” and, 
based on their answers, you’ll identify the true sports 
fans. While “upset” refers to one’s reaction, 
appearance, or attitude toward another, it also refers to 
a particular kind of outcome in a sports competition. 
Specifically, an “upset” in sports vernacular is an 
unexpected result in a game, match, or event: it’s when, 
for example, a favored team loses to an underdog. 
Proficiency is what makes sports beautiful; upsets are 
what make sports exciting. 
 The reality of upsets in sports is acknowledged in 
the Bible. Ecclesiastes 9:11 says, “I again saw under 
the sun that the race is not to the swift.” Even in fair 
competition, the winner is not always the one who is 
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better. Sometimes, both wins and losses can be 
unexplainable and not necessarily indicative of the 
comparative abilities of the competitors. That is why 
the game is actually played out rather than determined 
through a software program. As a competitive tennis 
player, there have been times when I’ve beaten 
collegiate-level players ranked two or three levels 
above me (those are matches where you feel like you 
spend half the time standing there watching balls fly by 
you…and somehow you end up winning). There have 
also been times when I’ve lost to club-players about 
two or three levels below me. The first situation makes 
you feel like one of the all-time tennis greats Rafael 
Nadal; the second makes you feel like a real nobody. 
Yet, I know that I’m neither a Nadal nor a nobody. 
 In sports, there are times when you’ll score a win 
over someone far better than you, but it doesn’t mean 
you’re that good. And there are times when you’ll lose 
to someone far worse than you, but it doesn’t mean 
you’re that bad. It’s important for an athlete to 
maintain perspective regarding both wins and losses, 
and never to find his identity in results—no matter 
how competitive he may be. There’s nothing wrong 
with celebrating wins and mourning losses. But it is 
crucial to be sober-minded with each experience.  
 Both on the field and off the field, it’s important 
for Christians to be sober-minded through life’s ups 
and downs, and never to place our identity in 
temporary “results.”  Ecclesiastes 7:14 instructs, “In 
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the day of prosperity be happy, but in the day of 
adversity consider—God has made one as well as the 
other.” While Christians are ultimately more than 
victorious in life through Christ (Rom 8:37), the truth 
is that in this life we will experience temporary “wins” 
and “losses.” 
 There are times when our desires are more than 
realized, and we feel blessed beyond what we could 
have imagined. And there are times when sudden 
adversity strikes, our hopes are deferred, and our 
hearts become sick as a result (Prov 13:12). It’s easy to 
fall into arrogance during seasons of victory, and to fall 
into despair during seasons of disgrace. But wisdom 
embraces the fact that God has appointed each “win” 
and “loss” as appropriate in its time (Eccl 3:11). 
 Mature godliness refrains from self-boasting in 
times of victory (Jer 9:23-24), and fights against 
despondency in times of loss (2 Cor 4:8-9; Job 13:15). 
The wise don’t think more highly of themselves when 
they win, nor do they think lowlier of themselves when 
they lose. Rather, they deem themselves in the same 
way regardless of circumstances—as undeserving 
sinners made righteous through the cross of Christ. 
Hence, says the apostle Paul, “But may it never be that 
I would boast, except in the cross of our Lord Jesus 
Christ” (Gal 6:14). 
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LEARNING TO STAY SOLID  
IN THE FUNDAMENTALS  

There was the “low to high” in tennis. There was the 
“pizza” in skiing. There was the “put pressure on your 
heels” in snowboarding. There was the “T-bone” in 
basketball. There was the “window” in football. I 
remember them all, and I still think of them to this day 
when I participate in those activities. I’m referring to 
particular fundamental skills in each of those sports, all 
of which are necessary to engage in the sport with any 
kind of proficiency—whether recreationally or 
competitively. 
 Learning proficiency in a sport starts with a 
foundation of the fundamentals. Only when you have 
mastered the basics can you learn the advanced moves, 
and only then can you start incorporating strategy. 
When conventional wisdom tells us that succeeding in 
sports is ninety-percent mental, this mental aspect 
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incorporates both competitive grit and competitive 
acumen. However, no matter how advanced you 
become in your sport, training always starts with 
ensuring that the basics are solid. 
 Ever wonder why the initial part of practice 
sessions and pre-match warm-ups are always spent 
working on the fundamentals rather than the flashy? 
It’s because the moment you forget the basics is the 
moment things begin to go downhill. There are times 
when everything refined in your game will be so askew 
that you will have no other alternative than to go back 
to the basics. All of your flashy shots and cooked up 
strategies are out the window, and all you can do is 
play the simple game. And if you can’t even do that, 
defeat is likely inevitable.  
 In sports, where you’re facing direct opponents, 
the “crafty” players are those who don’t outright 
outplay you; they are the ones who expose the areas of 
your game where the fundamentals are weakest, and 
continue to work those areas until you break down 
mentally. When it comes to Christian living, we must 
always be aware of how our enemy, Satan, works. And 
one of the ways he works is not through intimidation, 
but through deceptively luring us away from the 
fundamentals of the faith. Paul warns the Corinthians, 
“But I am afraid that, as the serpent deceived Eve by 
his craftiness, your minds will be led astray from the 
simplicity and purity of devotion to Christ” (2 Cor 
11:3). Did this not happen to the Ephesian church? 
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The Ephesian church was abounding in good deeds, 
intolerant of wickedness, and displaying perseverance 
and endurance through trials. But Christ eventually 
had to rebuke this otherwise active, abounding, and 
theologically sound church because she had “left her 
first love,” Christ (Rev 2:4). Did He then not exhort 
the church to repent and “do the deeds you did at 
first” (Rev 2:5)? 
 In the same way that an athlete is in trouble when 
he starts to abandon the fundamental techniques of his 
sport, such is true for the Christian who begins to 
abandon the initial deeds of the faith—namely, the 
simplicity and purity of devotion to Christ through the 
message of the gospel. Hence, we are to be those who 
never move away from the gospel (Col 1:23) and 
continually long for the pure milk of the Word (1 Pet 
2:2), no matter how mature others may think we are. 
Let not the craftiness of Satan nor the distractions of 
this world move us away from the fundamentals of the 
faith. 
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LEARNING TO STEP UP IN 
THE PIVOTAL MOMENTS 

As fun as upsets are to watch, what draws fans to 
competitive sports is the anticipation of a hard-fought 
contest between two evenly-matched opponents. 
Personally, I enjoy vying against, and training with, 
athletes who are relatively  comparable to me in skill 
level and ability. Iron, after all, is sharpened by a 
relatively equal piece of iron (Prov 27:17). But when 
evenly matched players both bring their best to the 
competition and little separates the two in terms of 
skill, what is it that usually determines the winner? 
 “He played the big points better,” or “He was 
better at the important moments” are often the 
reasons cited for the win in such cases. But shouldn’t a 
competitive athlete strive to win every point? In one 
sense, yes. No victory-minded athlete purposely tries 
to give an opponent an edge, a point, or an advantage. 
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No basketball player purposely attempts to shoot an 
“air-ball.” No tennis player tries to frame his forehand. 
No football player plans to fumble.  
 That errors or mistakes happen to a competitor 
during play often is not as crucial a factor in winning 
or losing as when they happen. One of the subtle 
realities about competitive sports that I didn’t truly 
understand until I reached a higher level is that not all 
moments of the game are created equal. While an 
athlete must maintain intensity and concentration 
throughout the game, there are certain moments that 
are simply more pivotal than others. 
 I remember, for instance, playing a practice set 
against a south-paw opponent that delivered a savage 
serve with a violent spin that was nearly impossible to 
return. In that entire set, I won a total of three points 
on his serve. But I managed to win the set, 7-6, 
because the three points I won happened to be in 
critical tiebreaker exchanges.  
 Truth be told, these pivotal junctures also tend to 
be the most stressful and pressure-filled moments, and 
even experienced athletes are prone to choking during 
these occasions. It’s natural, upon sensing the big 
moment, to fight nerves. But a good match player—
also known as a “clutch player”—regularly senses 
these pivotal moments, and knows how to buckle 
down, tighten up his game, and raise his level of 
concentration and intensity. It is one thing to win a 
long rally at 1-all, 15-all in the first set; it’s another to 
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win a set point in a nerve-racking tiebreaker. In many 
ways, knowing how to play these important points is 
the difference between winning and losing in a contest 
between evenly matched players. 
 Wise Christians, just like skilled athletes, 
understand that while all moments have significance, 
not all moments are created equal. When it comes to 
God’s administration of world history for His 
redemptive purposes, certain times are more 
momentous—more seismic—than others. Part of 
“understanding the times” (1 Chron 12:32) is 
recognizing those vital tipping points and redeeming 
them for the work of the Lord (Eph 5:15-17) by 
refusing to succumb to the pressure or the fear that 
may accompany such seasons. Perilous times are also 
opportune times—the times for which God raises up 
His people to respond. “Who knows whether you have 
not attained royalty for such a time as this?” may have 
been Mordecai’s words to Esther (Est 4:14), but the 
spirit of such an exhortation applies to all of God’s 
people. Tectonic crises are also the most fortuitous 
times for God’s people to respond, and it’s in those 
times that we must not shrink back, but rather step up. 
Seize the moment, and don’t allow it to seize you! 
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LEARNING TO FOCUS  
ON THE TASK AT HAND 

I remember listening to an interview with a former 
college football player. The host asked him who his 
favorite athlete was. Without hesitation, he answered, 
“Tiger Woods.” I admit that I was a bit surprised to 
hear a former jock who tackled men for a living 
express admiration for a man who spent his life hitting 
a non-moving object. When asked to describe Woods’ 
most phenomenal traits, the former pro football player 
said, “First, his hand-eye coordination. Second, his 
ability to concentrate.” He went on to say about 
Woods, “He would have been good at any sport.” In 
other words, the ability to truly concentrate is an 
essential attribute for success in all sports. 
 Flashiness impresses crowds, but focus wins 
championships. From golf’s Tiger Woods to 
swimming’s Michael Phelps to tennis’s Monica Seles to 
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hockey’s Wayne Gretzky, premiere competitors are 
those who know how to block out and bear down on 
the single task before them—to “live in the moment.” 
These athletes forget about what just happened, and 
they aren’t concerned with what might happen. They 
mentally converge on the point at hand, the play at 
hand, the element at hand, and nothing more. 
 On the flip side, it is the momentary lapse of 
concentration that has cost many a favorite their 
sport’s biggest prize (remember Roberto Baggio’s 
penalty miss in the ’94 World Cup Final?). It’s 
especially true in sports like sprinting or gymnastics, 
where a single split-second error can cost you the 
championship. But the ability to focus on where one 
needs to be and what one needs to do at the moment is 
an essential skill for every sport. It was Gretzky 
himself who said, “I skate to where the puck is going 
to be, not where it has been.” While it is courage that 
unleashes talent, it is concentration that directs it. 
Nothing, then, wastes time and energy more than 
being distracted. 
 The truth about life is that the only wise manner 
in which to approach it is to focus on the affairs of the 
moment and the troubles of today. We can’t rue the 
past, because the past can’t be changed. We can’t 
worry about tomorrow, because tomorrow can’t be 
known. Christians who are unproductive in life are 
those who refuse to accept what has happened and are 
continually anxious about what may happen. Sage 
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Christians who are productive in a manner that pleases 
our Lord are those who can focus on what is taking 
place today and what needs to transpire today. Did not 
Christ say, “Do not worry about tomorrow; for 
tomorrow will care for itself. Each day has enough 
trouble of its own” (Matt 6:34)? 
 We can (and should) plan for tomorrow, but not 
be anxious about tomorrow. We can learn from the 
past, but we do not have to remain in the past. When it 
comes to the seeking of God’s kingdom and 
righteousness (Matt 6:33), each present day has enough 
to keep us occupied. There may have been a lot that 
you did for the Kingdom yesterday, and there may be a 
lot that you need to do for the Kingdom tomorrow. 
But maturity trains the disciple of Christ to zero in on 
Kingdom tasks one day at a time, one moment at a 
time. Carefully examining each step of our day  enables 
us to wisely make the most of our time and thus be of 
greatest productivity for the Lord’s work (Eph 5:15-
16).  
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LEARNING TO HONOR THE 
DIFFERENT GIFTING AND 

ABILITIES OF INDIVIDUALS 

Who is the greatest athlete of all time? Sports 
commentators and journalists love to debate this 
question. Was it basketball’s Michael Jordan or 
boxing’s Muhammad Ali? Is it tennis’s Roger Federer 
or soccer’s Cristiano Ronaldo? These debates stem 
from an even more fundamental question that sports 
journalists and fans like to consider: “Which sport 
boasts the best athletes?” These conversations can be 
entertaining, but it’s a futile exercise because the 
question is misguided. Usually, the people who are 
most opinionated about the matter are those who 
don’t have much first-hand experience in sports. 
 Trying to determine the world’s greatest athlete is 
like trying to determine the world’s best hunting dog. 
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It’s the proverbial apples and oranges issue. In the 
same way that every serious hunting aficionado 
understands that you can’t compare the ability of a 
fox-flushing Jack Russell Terrier to a grouse-pointing 
English Setter, everyone who truly understands sports 
will tell you that you can’t compare soccer players to 
figure skaters.  
 Even within a particular sport like running you 
can’t compare the sprinters to the marathoners. And 
being in endurance-running shape doesn’t necessarily 
translate to being in endurance-cycling shape. While 
the mental aspect of competitive athletics may 
translate from one sport to another, there is no one 
athlete who would excel at every sport at the highest 
competitive level. Basketball legend LeBron James 
wouldn’t succeed as a gymnast. He’s too tall. Skater 
Yuna Kim wouldn’t succeed as a basketball player. 
She’s too small. Soccer star Cristiano Ronaldo 
wouldn’t succeed as a figure skater. He’s too bulky. 
Tennis icon Roger Federer wouldn’t succeed as a 
wrestler. He's too skinny. Renowned wrestler 
Alexander Karelin wouldn’t succeed as a tennis player. 
He’s too slow. 
  Every sport, particularly when you reach the 
upper stratosphere of competition, requires a 
specialized body type, physical conditioning regimen, 
and technical skill set. Good athletes know what skills 
lead to success in their respective sport, and what skills 
would leave them struggling in another. Hitting a clean 
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spike in volleyball just isn’t the same as maneuvering 
on a snowboard. That’s part of the reason why former 
Los Angeles Lakers’ shooting guard Eddie Jones once 
hailed tennis-player Pete Sampras as a better athlete, 
and why 6’7" Anaheim Ducks hockey player Brian 
Boyle was unashamed about getting skating 
conditioning training from former figure-skater 
Barbara Underhill. It's why even the great Usain Bolt’s 
jaw dropped at Wayde Van Niekerk’s 43.03 world 
record for the 400-meter running event (and from the 
visually disadvantaged lane 8 no less!). 
 Learning to honor the different gifts and abilities 
of individuals is a must in the life of a church. And just 
like attempting to identify the most talented athlete, it 
is equally nonsensical to try and determine the most 
gifted church member. Surely, some gifts look more 
visible and perhaps seem more impressive than others. 
But preaching the Word is no step-up from 
coordinating a meal ministry. Equipping leaders is no 
more impressive than visiting the sick. Every spiritual 
gift in the church is equally empowered by the Holy 
Spirit, and has an integral place in the common good 
and edification of the church (1 Cor 12:7; 1 Pet 4:10-
11). Hence, Paul reminded the carnal Corinthians, “it 
is much truer that the members of the body which 
seem to be weaker are necessary; and those members 
of the body which we deem less honorable, on these 
we bestow more abundant honor; and our less 
presentable members become much more presentable, 
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whereas our more presentable members have no need 
of it. But God has so composed the body, giving more 
abundant honor to that member which lacked” (1 Cor 
12:22-24). Rather than boasting in one’s own 
giftedness and abilities, or attempting to claim 
superiority, Christians must learn to genuinely respect 
and honor all the gifts that God has bestowed upon 
the church and the individuals that comprise it. All 
gifts are different. All gifts are necessary. All gifts are 
unique in their required skill set. And all are 
honorable.  
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LEARNING NOT TO BE 
INTIMIDATED BY THE 

PROFILE  

As an athletic director for a Christian school, I spend a 
lot of time traveling to and from games with our boys’ 
football and basketball teams. Occasionally, they tell 
me before the game starts, “We’re gonna get crushed 
by this team.” I’ll tell them that, if they don’t change 
their thinking, then they’ve already conceded the game 
before the contest has even started. It’s not because of 
a lack of training or preparation; it’s because they’re 
allowing their hearts to succumb to intimidation 
before competition.  
 You can lose the match or a game before it even 
starts when you allow yourself to get intimidated by 
your opponent’s credentials. While the favorite can 
struggle with pressure, the underdog can struggle with 
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intimidation. Not only can lesser-experienced 
competitors feel overwhelmed by the occasion, they 
can also feel spellbound by their more experienced 
opponent’s credentials and accomplishments. And 
nothing freezes the footwork quite like fear of 
opponents. 
 It happens at all levels of competition, and part of 
learning to compete well is learning to play the ball, 
not the profile of the person you’re playing, no matter 
their accomplishments. Actually, in fair competition, 
you can’t earn points by resumes: you can only earn 
points by good plays. Whatever took place in the past 
is irrelevant to today’s match. Every athlete who 
competes to win must refuse to be intimidated by the 
profile of even the greatest of adversaries. 
 Like inexperienced athletes, Christians will also 
find their feet frozen if they allow themselves to 
become intimidated by the profiles of opponents. 
That’s what happened to the Israelites in the 
wilderness when God sent them to spy on and scope 
out the land that He had promised would be theirs by 
conquest. By allowing the hulking stature of the 
inhabitants, such as the Canaanites, to melt their hearts 
even after God Almighty promised them conquest, 
they brought defeat upon themselves before they even 
crossed over to the Promised Land (Num 13:25-33). 
The Israelites were so focused on the profile of a 
seemingly more powerful opponent that they failed to 
remember God’s promise of victory. 
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 The book of Numbers was written for our 
instruction—that we, as Christians, may not be like 
Israel in this way (1 Cor 10:11). But contrast the pre-
conquest Israelite spies to the post-captivity likes of 
Israelites Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, who, 
when they found themselves face-to-face with the 
most powerful political ruler of the world at that time, 
Nebuchadnezzar, courageously and confidently stood 
firm in their convictions (Dan 3:16-18). Even at a 
young age, the three Israelites demonstrated the 
difference between foolish arrogance and a godly 
confidence. 
 As Christians, we must unashamedly engage in the 
good fight of faith by remembering that He who is in 
us is greater than any enemy we may face—whether 
that enemy is physical or spiritual. Those who engage 
in the Great Commission (Matt 28:18-20) will have 
opponents, and Scripture does not make light of this 
fact. Actually, ministers of the gospel will face 
opponents that have a far more intimidating profile 
than that of any other adversary, as our struggle is “not 
against flesh and blood but against the rulers, against 
the powers, against the world forces of this darkness, 
against the spiritual forces of wickedness in the 
heavenly places” (Eph 6:12). 
 But the power of our opponent is no reason for 
us to shrink in fear. Instead, we can confidently and 
assuredly take up the full armor of God (Eph 6:13), 
not because we want to die fighting, but because 
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Christ who is in us is greater than any enemy outside 
of us. So, though we will encounter troubles and 
tribulation in this world, Christ exhorts us to take 
courage, not for the sake of mere nobility, but because 
He has overcome the world (John 16:33). In sports, 
victory is always possible. In Christ, victory is sealed. 
And when the win is guaranteed, where is the room 
for intimidation? 
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LEARNING THE IMPORTANCE 
OF DISCIPLINED TRAINING 

When considering how to motivate yourself to train, 
there’s no substitute for competition. Having been 
dormant since my high school days, I knew that if I 
was going to “tear off the bandage” then the best way 
would be to start joining official tennis leagues and 
tournaments again. As you might expect, the first two 
weeks were nothing short of miserable. But after 
expressing to my friend—himself a coach—that I felt 
like the way to get over the inefficiency hump was by 
getting more matches under my belt, he responded, 
“You don't need to compete as much as you think. 
You need to do drills.” 
 While I was legitimately  dealing with early season 
nerves, technical  issues with my game were accurately 
noted to be causing problems during my matches. 
Determined to correct the deficiencies, I took up my 
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friend’s offer to coach me, and implemented my own 
physical conditioning program. We fixed my footwork 
on short balls. We tweaked my volley execution. We 
worked on early racquet preparation on the forehand 
to make my best shot even better, as well as weight 
transfer to stabilize my backhand shots. And while I 
wasn’t exactly stout to begin with, I shed about ten 
pounds to increase agility. It wasn’t too long before the 
“L’s” following matches started turning into “W’s.” It 
was a confirming testament to me how, as it is often 
said, games are won on the practice field. 
 Athletes aren’t exactly sea turtles: they don’t come 
out of the shell immediately knowing how to navigate 
the seas. Even those with the greatest natural talents 
understand that potential is turned into reality through 
practice. That is why successful athletes have a far 
greater emphasis on practicing rather than playing. 
Although it’s the results shown in the score box that 
matters, competitive performance is primarily the 
product of one’s training. 
 Even the most gifted of athletes risks being 
outperformed in a contest by those who are less gifted 
but who outwork them in practice and conditioning. 
Michael Phelps found this out in Olympic swimming 
competitions against fellow American swimmer Ryan 
Lochte. World record holder and sprinter Usain Bolt 
found this out in matchups against fellow Jamaican 
sprinter Yohan Blake. It’s no wonder then that, in the 
latest research study done in the realm of exercise 
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physiology, a zoo-raised cheetah was somehow outrun 
by racing greyhounds (yes, this actually happened!). As 
it has been said countless time, “The distance between 
dreams and reality is called discipline.” 
 Likewise, the distance between desired godliness 
and realized godliness is discipline. Using athletic 
analogy, Paul tells Timothy, “Discipline yourself for 
the purpose of godliness” (1 Tim 4:7). A Christian isn't 
saved by his godliness, but he is saved for godliness. 
And that godliness is achieved not by “letting go and 
letting God.” It is achieved through active spiritual 
training. “Discipline yourself,” Paul says. That Greek 
word gumnazo (where we get the English word 
“gymnasium”) implies this: “If you want to be godly, 
you need to hit the gym.” The spiritual gym, that is.  
 To constantly be nourished by the Scriptures (1 
Tim 4:6) requires great discipline, self-control, and 
persistent application of a particular action against 
instinct or impulse. Godly character, in other words, is 
not gained instinctively and without effort. The 
resilience of a man that shines in the midst of adversity 
is produced in the quiet hours by the coffee table spent 
reading the Bible and praying. The sermon that 
proclaims Christ boldly and deftly unleashes the 
salvation power of the gospel is yielded from devoted 
hours of labor in one’s study. 
 Conversely, how can you expect to see true 
godliness developed in you if you spend countless 
hours plopped in front of the TV or by spending even 
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more precious time scrolling through your Facebook 
and Instagram feeds while neglecting your time in life-
giving Scripture, meditation, and prayer? How can you 
expect to see the kind of Christ-like fruit cultivated in 
your life if you waste away in those “lawful” desires 
without restraint? Let not the man of God neglect the 
discipline and training that God has ordained as the 
means to true godliness and effective ministry. 
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LEARNING TO BE 
COMFORTABLE IN YOUR 

OWN SKIN 

I once told a Sunday School class the following: “I’d 
like to say that the reason I didn’t excel in football was 
because I was never given the opportunity to do so. 
But the true reason why I never excelled in football is 
simply because I’m not built to be a football player. 
These breadstick arms will tackle nobody!” I said it 
facetiously, but truthfully. There are certain sports that 
I simply can’t do because I’m not sufficiently 
physically gifted to play them. Even in the sports that 
I’ve advanced in, I've realized that I don't possess 
certain abilities that others may have. For example, I 
regularly train with a former college tennis player from 
Ukraine who’s about 6’4—a good six inches taller than 
me—and hits the ball like it. In particular, he has a 
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beautiful one-handed backhand that reminds me of 
tennis pro Stan Wawrinka’s, and I’ve often told my 
Ukrainian training partner that I’d pay money to have 
his backhand (mine is the steady and far less flashy 
two-hander). But I’ve learned that I’ll never hit a 
backhand like his, and I’ve learned to be okay with 
that. I need to be. 
 After all, Rafael Nadal’s winning record over 
Roger Federer in major tennis championship 
tournaments didn’t happen because he tried to play 
with the Mighty Fed’s flashy aggression, but rather by 
playing the less aesthetic but equally effective brand of 
baseline grinding. American figure skater Kristi 
Yamaguchi won the Olympic gold in 1992 over the 
favorite in the event, Japan’s high-flying Midori Ito, 
not by trying to match her athletically with a triple axel, 
but by skating according to her strengths of 
consistency, completeness, and choreography. 
Basketball superstar Steph Curry is cementing his 
NBA legacy not because he tries to emulate the 
athleticism and all-around game of Michael Jordan, but 
because he leans on his ball handling, finesse, and 3-
point shooting abilities.  
 While it’s true that certain playing styles are more 
charismatic and awe-striking than others, an athlete 
must maintain integrity and play according to his or 
her unique set of assets if they want to succeed. 
There’s room for growth and adjustments, but a 
mature competitor understands his limits and plays in 
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a way that is honest with his strengths and weaknesses. 
He is comfortable and secure in his own skin. 
 Such internal security is crucial for Christians. To 
be an astute and successful Christian there needs to be 
a sober assessment of strengths and weaknesses. Did 
not the shrewd manager first come to grips with the 
fact that he was “not strong enough to dig” (Luke 
16:3)? Walking the road of Kingdom accomplishments 
means taking honest inventory about both the abilities 
you have and the abilities you lack. I’ve watched men 
who insist that they’re gifted in a way that they’re not 
but nevertheless attempt to minister with these 
supposed gifts, with disastrous consequences. 
 This principle applies to physical appearance and 
to our occupational endeavors. It also applies to our 
ministry in the local church. Personal insecurity that is 
not dealt with can be deadly to a person’s growth and a 
hindrance to serving God. People who constantly 
compare themselves to others, incorrectly diagnose 
their gifts, or naively attempt to match another’s 
giftings are on the path to failure. However, the saints 
who effectively serve God’s Kingdom and contribute 
to the furtherance of the Great Commission are those 
who take to heart Paul’s instruction in Romans 12:3: 
“For through the grace given to me I say to everyone 
among you not to think more highly of himself than 
he ought to think; but to think so as to have sound 
judgment, as God has allotted to each a measure of 
faith.” You accomplish nothing, and may in fact 
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become a detraction, by trying to be someone God 
didn’t create you to be. 
 In the end, trying to be like someone you’re not 
will only make you look foolish. But it’s when you 
come to terms with how God has designed and gifted 
you, and minister accordingly, that you will maximize 
your effectiveness for the Lord’s work. A duck, after 
all, can outrace a German Shepherd—not if it tries to 
run like the dog—but only if it flies like a duck. So let 
each man arrive at a sound judgment regarding the 
skills with which God has endowed him. Then, in 
contentment, joyfully serve and bear good fruit. Learn 
from all men, but don’t attempt to be someone you’re 
not. Learn to be comfortable in your own skin. 
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LEARNING THE VALUE OF 
ENDURANCE AND 
PERSEVERANCE 

The last half-marathon race I ran was the first (and 
only) one in which I raced to place. With the prospect 
of finishing in the top fifteen as something that looked 
doable, given the previous years’ winning times, I put 
myself through a two-month training program with the 
hopes of winning my first-ever medal in a running 
event. By race day, I was in the best endurance-
running shape I have ever attained, and in far better 
shape than when I ran my first half-marathon nine 
years earlier. I was rigorous in my preparation—from 
my strict adherence to the training program to my 
meticulous diet. I had never launched out of the 
starting blocks of a race feeling that focused and that 
ambitious about doing well. 
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 By the middle of the race, my strength was 
sapped. In fact, I was far more exhausted by that point 
than I was in my first half-marathon. It wasn’t because 
I had used the wrong strategy. It wasn’t that I had 
eaten the wrong pre-race meal that morning. It was 
simply because I was running faster and competing 
harder than I ever had in a race. 
 When it comes to endurance sports, I’ve learned 
that no matter how well-conditioned and prepared you 
are, one thing is for certain: if you run to win against 
evenly matched adversaries, you will get tired. This is 
what distinguishes endurance sports from just about 
every other sport: by the end of the competition, one 
hundred percent of the participants are depleted. You 
won’t just be drained at the end of the race; you will be 
on fumes in the middle of it. 
 There’s no way around this reality, and the only 
way through it is, well, through it. In other words, the 
solution to fatigue is endurance. It’s for that reason 
that sports like distance running condition athletes 
both physically and mentally. Succeeding in such a 
sport requires endurance and perseverance. I’ve known 
plenty of endurance athletes over the years, and the 
common denominator among them is that they have 
an extremely high threshold for physical pain and 
mental distress. I’ve often wondered if that’s the 
underlying cause in the world of high school—for top 
endurance athletes to often become class 
valedictorians. Endurance and perseverance are 
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needed for both academics and athletics...and all of 
life. 
 It’s for this reason that the Christian race is 
compared to a marathon and not a sprint. Hebrews 
12:1 says, “Let us run with endurance the race that is 
set before us.” This race of faith has many participants. 
Many enter the race with excitement. Many appear 
impressive at different points in the race. But at some 
point, the race gets tough and the soul becomes weary. 
The afflictions, persecutions, pleasures, and worries of 
the world will eventually tempt all professing believers 
of the faith to quit (Mark 4:17, 19).  
 Think about how many times you’ve seen 
someone who seemed so fervent about the gospel as a 
youth, only to forsake the faith as an adult. At the 
same time, I can think of a number of people who 
were never outwardly impressive in their personality, 
who didn’t appear competent in the eyes of others for 
leadership positions, and who were socially awkward, 
but who decade after decade followed faithfully after 
Christ, and who are still serving in the church, 
spreading the gospel, and committed to a life of 
obedience.  
 It is for this reason that Christ reminds us that 
only those who persevere till the end will be saved 
(Mark 13:13); while it’s good to be excited about the 
Christian faith, it is of far greater value to endure in the 
faith amidst the emotional ebbs and flows. For while 
many will start, only a few will finish. So, when it 
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comes to the race of faith, Christians must remember 
that spiritual fatigue is no excuse to stop or quit. I’m 
not suggesting that Christians don’t need seasons of 
rest and refreshment. But if more saints would simply 
recognize that being tired is not a reason to quit the 
race but rather an opportunity to exercise spiritual 
endurance, much more will be accomplished for the 
kingdom of God and the furtherance of the gospel. 
 So do what you need to in order to finish your 
race of faith. Pace yourself. Remove encumbrances. 
Get encouragement. Don’t take on more than you are 
able to handle. Be careful with how much you commit 
yourself to, lest you find yourself unable to follow 
through with your commitments. But whatever you 
do, don’t quit. You have no option to quit, because 
there’s no one in heaven who quit the race. May we all 
be able to, when the time of our departure comes, say 
what the apostle Paul said: “I have fought the good 
fight, I have finished the course, I have kept the faith” 
(2 Tim 4:7). 
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LEARNING TO SAY “NO”  
TO THE PERMISSIBLE 

HINDRANCES 

One of the interesting things about distance running 
races is that there are people of all levels of running 
ability and experience competing in the same race—
from the elite attempting to qualify for the Boston 
Marathon to those who are running the race as a 
family event with their children in strollers. Typically, 
because of the sheer volume of runners registered for 
the event who show up on race day, the officials ask 
participants to line up on the start line based on the 
participant’s level of desired competitiveness. In other 
words, those who are aiming to place in the top twenty 
or so are permitted to start off in the front of the pack, 
while those who aren’t aiming to place are asked to 
stay in the back. 
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 One of the things I’ve observed is that when you 
look at the crowd of runners at the start of a race, you 
can’t help but notice a direct correlation between a 
runner’s starting position in the pack and the amount 
of clothing he wears. The closer an athlete is to the 
starting line (i.e., the closer he is to the “elite” level), 
the fewer clothes he’s wearing. Technically, a 
participant is within the rules wearing a ski jacket, 
boots, and a helmet. But anyone who’s serious about 
winning or competing wouldn’t even wear basketball 
shorts because of the chaffing material, inability to 
wick away sweat, and the  added unnecessary weight. 
 Athletes who compete in sports where speed and 
endurance are premium assets understand this 
concept: just because something isn’t prohibited in the 
rulebook doesn’t mean that something is necessarily 
beneficial. There’s nothing in the rulebook, for 
instance, that bans eating cheesecake and donuts after 
every meal during competition season. In fact, most 
competitive athletes who consider themselves “out of 
shape” for transient periods of time are in five-times 
better shape than your average Joe. But in high-level 
competitive sports—where victories are won by split-
second margins—five extra pounds on one’s body can 
make the difference. This is particularly true in running 
events. Because extra bulk isn’t beneficial for my 
distance running competitions, I find myself laboring 
to lose several pounds of both fat and muscle 
combined during those seasons when I’m seriously 
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training for a race. And those pounds aren’t lost 
overnight: they’re shed by habitually saying “no” to the 
cheesecakes and the donuts.  
 I remember reading about the fitness regime of a 
competitive speed skater who would refrain from 
adding any kind of cream sauce to his pasta during 
peak training periods. In order to get in the best 
physical condition possible so as to gain that extra 
competitive edge, every athlete who is serious about 
winning knows to exercise self-control in all things (1 
Cor 9:25) in order to keep the excess weight away. 
Small details can make significant differences in 
competitive athletic events. 
 But when Paul reminded the Corinthian church 
that “Everyone who competes in the games exercises 
self-control in all things,” he wasn’t giving the 
Corinthian Christians instructions for the sports field: 
he was giving them instructions for the proper exercise 
of Christian liberties. Christians who are lacking 
maturity tend to camp on the question, “Is it wrong to 
—?” Whether the question concerns alcohol, tattoos, 
Halloween, technology, vacations, expensive 
purchases, interactions with non-Christians, or 
romantic endeavors, when it comes to gray issues, 
Christians can be prone to asking which activities or 
behaviors are permissible. 
 But those who walk in maturity understand that 
while “[a]ll things are lawful, not all things are 
profitable” (1 Cor 6:12, 10:23; emphasis added). For 
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while all things (that is, those in the realm of gray 
areas) are permissible, not all liberties strengthen a 
Christian to self-mastery (1 Cor 6:12) or serve to edify 
one’s neighbor (1 Cor 10:23). If a Christian is 
ambitious about honoring Christ with his body and 
edifying his neighbor, he will realize that while all 
things are permissible, there are many permissible 
behaviors that will operate as hindrances to his 
Christian walk. Therefore, he won’t be looking for 
what liberties he can add to his plate; he will be asking 
for what liberties he can remove from his plate! In the 
same way that a competitive runner must lay aside any 
unhelpful impediments and all excess weight to 
increase his chances of winning, so Christians must 
“lay aside every encumbrance” in order to run the race 
of faith with endurance (Heb 12:1). So, if you want to 
live your Christian life and engage in God's work to 
the fullest capacity, be continually in the process of 
identifying and removing permissible hindrances from 
your life for the glory of God and the salvation of 
people. 
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LEARNING TO BECOME ALL 
THINGS TO ALL MEN 

Our pastoral staff typically chooses golf as a group 
activity. We all generally enjoy the endeavor, but a few 
staff members—the ones who own their own clubs—
actually do care about how they perform on the 
course. You can only imagine how, a few years ago, 
they gawked at me when I showed up to our 18-hole 
golf outing wearing a pair of Crocs. It was obvious 
which one of us didn’t care about scoring birdies on 
the course. A sport like golf requires a particular kind 
of footwear and attire. Needless to say, I quit playing 
after the 9th or 10th hole and was content to drive the 
golf cart while watching the rest of the staff members 
do their thing.  
 As someone who loves to engage in a variety of 
sports (no, golf isn’t one of them), I can assure you 
that I don’t wear Crocs when I’m rallying on the tennis 
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court, running hills, swimming laps, snowboarding 
down black diamond runs, catching waves with a body 
board, or cycling the mountain trails. For while I’m 
fashion-blind, I’m fairly particular when it comes to 
athletic apparel. In the bedroom of our home, my side 
of the closet has far more athletic wear than it does 
business-casual attire. Frequency of wearing the 
former might be the reason that people often give me 
a quizzical look when I tell them that I work as a 
pastor at a church and a principal at a school. But for 
every sport, there is a proper attire: to either succeed in 
a sport competitively or to truly enjoy it recreationally, 
you must be willing to put on that attire—no matter 
how silly you may initially look.  
 For all sports we must dress for the sport, and this 
truism translates to our charge as followers of Christ. 
As His servant Paul said, “to all men we must become 
all things”  (1 Cor 9:22). To successfully win the souls 
of Jews, to them we must become Jews. To 
successfully win the souls of Greeks, to them we must 
become Greeks. To Filipinos, Filipinos. To Japanese, 
Japanese, and so on. In order to successfully win the 
souls of men of every cultural demographic, we must 
know how to become all things to all men. 
 To be clear, we must never alter the message of 
the gospel or the content of the Word to please human 
ears (Gal 1:10; 2 Tim 4:1-2). But while there is no 
room for alteration when it comes to the content of 
the message (1 Cor 1:23, 2:2), we must learn to adapt 
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to the culture of the people amongst whom we 
minister. In the same way that double-layer pants are 
great for snowboarding and terrible for surfing, certain 
practices that are appropriate to one cultural 
demographic may be offensive to another. Effectively 
functioning as salt and light in a dark world involves 
the integration of both, toward the higher goal of 
being determined to know nothing except Christ 
crucified (1 Cor 2:2) and becoming all things to all men 
(1 Cor 9:22). If a man isn’t willing to do this, then the 
Bible says that such a man risks disqualifying himself 
from being a minister of the gospel to all men, and 
thus closing himself off to the breadth of the Great 
Commission (1 Cor 9:27). 
 And to know how to do this, a man needs more 
than a job description in the same way that a good 
athlete needs more than a rulebook. To truly have an 
impact for the sake of the gospel, a man needs to do 
more than “what he’s told to do” or what he’s 
“required to do.” A written job description is, for the 
most part, skeletal. It provides structure, but not 
shape, color, or nuance. Every minister knows—even 
within the confines of his job description—that there 
is a substantially large degree of freedom as to how he 
ought to live and spend his time. He has the freedom, 
in other words, to shape his ministry according to his 
volition. 
 I know this as someone who has been under 
ministerial authority and also as someone who has 
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trained other pastors. There comes a point where, so 
long as a minister is operating within his written duties, 
he cannot be told any longer what he needs to be 
doing with his ministry. He has freedom, and that 
freedom must be respected. How he chooses to make 
himself a slave to all, as Paul describes himself (1 Cor 
9:19), cannot be explicitly instructed to him by an 
employing superior, lest the latter tamper with a 
freedom that is spiritually off limits. I cannot, in a job 
description or mentoring relationship, tell a man how 
he ought to make himself a slave to his people. But 
Christ exhorts to follow His example in doing so 
(Mark 10:43-45, John 13:13-14).  
 How can this happen? It is the internal desire to 
see people saved that compels us to be all things to all 
people. Paul himself says that he made himself a slave 
to all “so that I may win more.” It is this very ambition 
that shaped how Paul exercised and abstained from 
certain liberties depending on who he was ministering 
to—to Jews or to Greeks, to the strong or to the weak. 
Such shape of a man’s ministry—how he becomes all 
things to all men—cannot be accurately delineated by 
any written job description. But it will be produced 
when a man genuinely loves the people to whom he 
ministers and when his ambition for their salvation far 
outweighs his ambition for personal fulfillment. 
 Without such love for mankind (Titus 3:4), the 
minister will be at a loss as to what kind of shape his 
ministry ought to have. With such love, he will by his 
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own initiative become all things to all men in order 
that many might be saved through his ministry. 
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LEARNING HOW TO WISELY 
HANDLE A VARIETY OF 

TRIALS 

Jumping back into formal, official competition made 
me realize that training with the same person every day 
for several years in the same location and under the 
same weather conditions will inevitably result in skill 
stagnation. Skill improvement involves not only 
competing against quality opponents, but against a 
variety of opponents and conditions. A good boxer 
knows how to combat both sluggers and counter-
punchers. A good tennis player knows how to handle 
both aggressive base-liners and net-rushers. A good 
runner knows how to race on both flat and hilly 
courses. A good kayaker knows how to paddle in both 
windless and windy conditions. A good mixed martial 
arts (MMA) fighter knows how to attack and defend 
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against both kick boxers and grapplers. There is, after 
all, a way to victoriously face every kind of opponent. 
 And there is a way to victoriously face every trial. 
“Count it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter 
various trials,” says James 1:2. Various trials, he says. 
Trials come in a multitude of colors. From betrayal to 
defamation to miscarriages to church fallouts to 
unemployment to nation-wide lockdowns to cancer 
diagnoses, life not only brings about a barrage of 
hardships but a diversity of them. Each one you 
encounter was ordained by God to produce maturity 
and completeness of character (James 1:4), and each 
one requires a different brand of wisdom if the 
hardship is to be successfully overcome. 
 Even the most mature and seasoned of believers 
will feel like he’s lacking in wisdom when a personally 
unprecedented hardship strikes him or his family. 
Shortly after I went through a devastating fallout with 
my previous church, during which I lost nearly all of 
my friends, I found myself in a conversation with a 
good friend who had recently been diagnosed with 
cancer. I told him, “I don’t know how you’re 
managing this. I honestly don’t know how I’d be able 
to endure knowing that I was diagnosed with a 
terminal condition.” To this, he responded, “I’d rather 
deal with cancer than have to deal with the relational 
fallouts that you experienced in your church situation. 
I’m a relational person, and I can’t imagine having to 
go through what you went through.” Just because you 
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know how to competently deal with one kind of 
adversity doesn’t mean that you then have the 
competency to handle another of a different nature. 
And just as an earthly father desires to equip his 
children with the skill-set for a variety of tasks and 
circumstances, so also our heavenly Father desires to 
generously bestow to His children with a divine skill-
set from above (James 3:17) to handle every 
encountered trial for the good of one’s character. 
 It is for this reason that James 1:5 says, “But if any 
of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to 
all generously and without reproach, and it will be 
given to him.” It is indeed God’s will that His children 
become “perfect and complete, lacking in nothing” 
(James 1:4). God desires for His children to be 
equipped to handle a variety of trials through the 
generous bestowing of His manifold wisdom.  But the 
acquisition of such wisdom doesn’t come only through 
study: it comes through the experiencing of the trials 
themselves. Two things should be made abundantly 
clear at this point: 1) this wisdom is not gained if you 
are still trying to have one foot in the world (James 
1:6-8) and 2) this wisdom is not gained by experiencing 
or enduring in the sense of gritting the teeth and 
merely getting to the other side. It is gained through a 
full commitment of submissive discipleship. You must 
be willing to surrender to the scope, time, degree, and 
complete purposeful training of it. 
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 Hence, it is those people who, over the course of 
their lives, have properly gone through a number of 
intense hardships who honestly seem to have the most 
answers to life’s challenges. Encountering a variety of 
trials enables one to acquire every kind of wisdom. So, 
when life gets hard in a multitude of ways, don’t shrink 
in discouragement. With joy and humble dependence, 
face them. With confidence, petition God for the game 
plan to navigate through them. For through your 
endurance during trials, you will reach God’s intended 
result—that you be made mature and complete, 
lacking in nothing (James 1:4).  
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LEARNING THE VALUE  
OF TEAMWORK 

Leading up to my first season of playing flag football, I 
had spent the better part of that year doing distance 
running. You could understand why it was difficult to 
transition to flag football. First, there was the fact that 
my frail runner’s body just wasn’t in the kind of 
muscular shape to take on a contact sport like football. 
Second, it seemed like there were about 500 different 
plays that I had to know. But third and most 
importantly, there was that vital component of group 
sports: teamwork. 
 As a fullback on that football team, I didn’t realize 
that my success in blocking directly correlated with 
how easily the halfback executed his running routes or 
how regularly the quarterback completed his passes. 
Athletes like me who excelled in individual sports are 
used to doing everything by themselves—and likewise 
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caring about no one but themselves. Athletes who 
compete in team sports understand the value of 
teamwork, because the victory cannot be accomplished 
solely by the performance of any one individual. 
Players on the team need to rely on the strength and 
abilities of their teammates if the team is to prevail. 
Players on a team need to also learn to work in 
harmony with the other teammates lest unfamiliarity or 
conflict cause the team to fall short of its objective. 
When a diversity of strengths works in unison toward 
a common goal, great things are accomplished in the 
sporting arena. And it is this same team dynamic that 
is required in the work of the Lord. 
 Christians must learn the value of teamwork 
because the work of the Lord can’t be accomplished 
through a solo act of any one Christian. Writing from 
prison, Paul reminds the beloved Philippians that they 
were to be “standing firm in one spirit, with one mind 
striving together for the faith of the gospel” (Phil 
1:27). The furtherance of the gospel can only be 
accomplished through believers in the church 
operating as a team. Not only must all believers 
participate, but they must do so in unity and 
cooperation. That’s called teamwork. 
 When one considers the number of co-laborers 
who Paul had in his ministry as the apostle to the 
Gentiles (Rom 16:1-16), it becomes clear that the 
ministry of the gospel is a fellowship (Phil 1:5)—an 
endeavor that requires the participation of all saints for 
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a common goal. No one Christian or Christian 
household has all the gifts and resources required to 
successfully carry out the Great Commission in its 
entirety and build Christ’s church. No two Christians 
are gifted in exactly the same manner as one another. 
And there is not a single Christian saint of whom the 
church has no need (1 Cor 12:21). Every single one of 
the present gifts listed in Romans 12:6-8—serving, 
teaching, exhortation, giving, mercy, leadership—must 
be employed. And thus, the individual Christians to 
whom one or more of these gifts are entrusted must 
employ them fervently and synchronically (1 Cor 
14:26, 40). 
 As believers, we must learn not only to engage 
steadfastly in the work of the Lord; we must also learn 
how to work alongside and minister with other 
Christians. Attempting to outshine or outdo other 
saints only results in confusion and chaos. It’s not just 
about being the best Christian you can be in your own 
pursuit of personal holiness and the employment of 
your gifts. Learn to use your gifts both fervently and in 
unison with other Christians in the church. Learn to 
not only rejoice in the unique gifting of other 
Christians, but also to rely on them. For when 
Christians learn the value of teamwork and act upon it, 
the result is the common good (1 Cor 12:7). 
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LEARNING THE IMPACT  
OF A GOOD MENTOR 

When my family and I first moved to Hawaii when I 
was in early elementary school, my older brother, an 
eighth grader at the time and an excellent basketball 
player for his age, immediately became the star for one 
of the local teams in the National Junior Basketball 
League (NJB). I remember being at his team’s first 
game of the season. His team was up against the top 
team in the league. As our family sat in the sidelines 
and watched both teams warming up (and their warm-
up drills could not be more different) my older 
sister—herself a basketball player in middle school—
leaned over and said: “That team (pointing to my 
brother’s team) will eventually become the better team. 
That team (pointing to the opposing team) may have 
the better players, but that team (pointing to my 
brother’s team again) has the better coaching.” She 
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could see this by the way my brother’s coach was 
warming up the players. While my brother’s squad lost 
that first game, my sister’s prediction was right. My 
brother’s team not only eventually defeated that same 
opposing team in their second matchup, it also ended 
up winning the championship by the end of the 
season. It would forever teach me the impact of a 
good coach. 
 While athletic talent may be innate, it can only be 
unlocked to perform its full potential through good 
coaching. I’ve watched football teams start off the 
season on a six-game losing streak, only to suddenly 
reel off a seven-game winning streak due to the change 
in coaching. I’ve watched young runners, who started 
off their season unable to run more than three miles at 
a ten-minute pace, conclude the season running ten 
miles at under a seven-minute pace due to the 
presence of good coaching. That’s not to say that 
every athlete who gets good coaching will succeed. But 
every athlete who consistently succeeds only did so 
through good coaching. Coaching is an absolutely 
indispensable element of success in competitive sports. 
In fact, coaching is vital in just about every area of life. 
Christian living is no exception. 
 Jesus Himself said, “A pupil is not above his 
teacher; but everyone, after he has been  fully trained, 
will be like his teacher” (Luke 6:40). There is no such 
thing as a self-made and self-influenced Christian. 
Humans are, by nature, imitators of other humans. 
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Humans were designed by God to acquire skills 
through education transmitted from teacher to 
student. Every person, no matter how apparently 
independent and self-sufficient he may be, will become 
like someone else. Every person, whether he is 
conscious of it or not, and whether he admits it or not, 
is striving toward a portrait that is modeled in some 
way by another. Every person is either currently 
imitating someone or has imitated someone from the 
past. Who do they end up imitating? None other than 
those whom they consider to be their teachers. 
 No matter how gifted an individual may seem, 
and no matter how ambitious and fervent he may be 
for the Lord’s work, he will in some way become like 
the man who mentored him. It’s no wonder that Paul 
reminds both Timothy and Titus to be examples to 
other believers in their personal character and conduct 
(1 Tim 4:12; Titus 2:7-8) and that Peter urges pastors 
and elders to prove themselves examples to the flock 
of God (1 Pet 5:3). Younger Christians, especially, 
must seek out older and more seasoned saints to 
mentor and coach them through life and ministry. 
Proven veterans of the faith who are gifted with 
teaching, exhortation, and leadership should never 
underestimate the impact they can have on younger 
believers whose potential for Kingdom work can be 
unlocked through sound biblical mentoring. In the 
same way athletes must remember the impact of a 
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good coach, a Christian must remember the impact of 
a sound, godly mentor. 
 Take pains, then, to seek out good spiritual 
mentoring and coaching. Beware of ungodly examples, 
who may be charismatic but will end up luring you 
away from the faith and placing unnecessary burdens 
upon you (Matt 23:1-7). Identify an established 
believer whose words and actions demonstrate a 
commitment to the Word of God and whose life 
journey you respect, and then imitate his or her faith 
(Heb 13:7). For those whom you allow to be your 
teacher will shape who you will become. 
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LEARNING TO STRAIN  
FOR THE SIGNIFICANT 

I’m a fan of the Olympic Games. I love watching the 
event, just as I always dreamed of competing in it. 
From an earthly perspective, there’s nothing more 
enjoyable than watching the world’s best athletes in 
peak condition competing against one another for the 
most coveted of prizes: the Olympic gold medal. 
There have been some tremendous moments of glory 
that the world has witnessed.   
 And yet, I realize that the work of the man of 
God is indeed infinitely more significant than the feat 
of any Olympian, for the prize obtained by the man of 
God is incomparable in significance and value to any 
Olympic gold medal. The man of God’s prize—the 
salvation of even one soul—is worth infinitely more 
than an Olympic gold medal or any other worldly 
achievement after which a man may strive. For while 
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an entire nation roars upon the Olympic athlete’s 
victory, myriads and myriads of heavenly hosts rejoice 
upon the salvation of one sinner. Gold medals perish. 
Saved souls do not. The reward for the victorious 
Olympic athlete is temporal and fleeting; the reward 
for the minister of the gospel is eternal and 
imperishable. 
 As ministers of the New Covenant, the covenant 
through which the Spirit of God shines spiritual light 
and breathes spiritual life into otherwise blind and 
dead people (2 Cor 4:4-6), you and I must uphold the 
sanctity of the gospel ministry. Yes, it is minimized and 
mocked by the world. But it is prized and 
commissioned by the Almighty God Himself. The 
God of the universe has given His Son to the world so 
that whoever believes in Him may not perish but have 
eternal life (John 3:16). God is more concerned about 
men than medals. He is more concerned about eternal 
souls than earthly achievements. The Son of God 
came into the world not to encourage earthly 
achievement, but to save the world from judgment. 
The most consequential of all labors, then, is the toil 
invested toward the eternal salvation of souls. What 
the man of God does must never be minimized. The 
sacred undertaking to fight for what is eternal and 
imperishable should never be robbed of its dignity. 
 As ministers of the New Covenant, it is 
imperative that we exert the strain of which the gospel 
ministry is worthy. We watch Olympic athletes with 
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great admiration not only for their ability, but also for 
their discipline and diligence. We see such athletes 
exercise self-control in all things (1 Cor 9:25). So how 
is it that an Olympic athlete can exercise such high 
levels of effort in the areas of discipline to achieve a 
perishable prize, and yet a minister of the gospel seems 
content with a lackadaisical effort permitting habitual 
laziness, ungodly impulses, and unchecked self-
indulgence? Substantially more is to be expected of the 
one who competes for the salvation of souls—even if 
it is for just one soul—than from any of the most 
known and watched athletes around the globe.   
 The minister of the gospel must exhibit more 
endurance than a marathon runner, more courage than 
an open-water swimmer, more deftness than a 
gymnast, more grace than a figure skater, more power 
than a weight-lifter, more concentration than a 
sprinter, more strategy than a tennis player, more grit 
than a wrestler, more caution than a martial artist, and 
more focus than an archer.  Whatever attribute an 
Olympic athlete may exhibit in their craft, the minister 
of the gospel should exhibit far more. For they 
compete for a perishable wreath, but the gospel 
minister competes for an imperishable one. 
 Therefore, the strength needed for such a ministry 
comes not from the finite and fallen members of our 
body but from the Spirit of God within us, to divinely 
perform  only what the Spirit can accomplish (Eph 
3:16, 20). The next Olympic games are never too far 



Strain for the Significant 

100 

off, and the athletes are preparing to compete. But the 
Kingdom of God is coming soon, and the ministers of 
Christ are fiercely competing right now. The world will 
roar at the feats of the former. The angels will rejoice 
in the consummate triumphs of the latter. O minister 
of the gospel, may you rouse those heavenly hosts by 
straining in the most remarkable work of the gospel!    
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LEARNING TO BE READY  
AT ALL TIMES 

Physical discipline and fitness have long been priorities 
for me. I got serious about fitness in the summer of 
2006, through a lesson I learned while on a short term 
mission trip in the Philippines. Making some ill-
advised diet choices, a debilitating sickness affected my 
activities and performance for the bulk of my stay. 
From that point on, I told myself that, for the sake of 
the Kingdom of God, I would keep myself physically 
fit to persevere in the harshest and most potentially 
fatiguing of ministry settings. Since then, the 
correlation between busyness and exercise has been 
the following: the busier I’ve become with family life 
and ministry, the more frequent and intense my 
physical exercising has become. 
 Thus, in anticipation of the new pressures and 
challenges that would come with ministry when my 



Be Ready 

102 

family and I moved to San Jose, California over a 
decade ago to serve in a church plant, I decided to put 
myself on a mile-run training program. This program 
was written by a forty-plus year old man who had 
managed to run a mile in under four minutes. 
Although I knew that I wouldn’t be able to accomplish 
that particular feat, I put myself in training anyway. 
With no official race ahead of me, I ran ten miles one 
day, and then ran timed sprints around a dirt track, 
buffeting my body into a workout regime that was 
both fresh and extremely challenging for me. A few 
months later, some church friends asked me to run in 
the Silicon Valley Turkey Trot 10K Race; it was just 
one week before the event was supposed to take place. 
Considering that I had technically already been training 
for it, I signed up for the race. And so, on that 
Thanksgiving Day, I ran the 10K and achieved a 
personal best time.  
 In terms of priority, though,  exhibiting readiness 
via training in season and out of season is actually 
more important spiritually than it is physically. As nice 
as it was to be able to run that race so well, there are 
more important battles to win in life. Contrary to what 
people may think, spiritual warfare never ends this side 
of glory. Certainly, certain seasons prove more 
convenient for ministry than others. However, as 
much as a minister may want to have “breaks,” Satan 
and his cohorts simply don’t work that way. 
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Everywhere and every day, the man of God treads a 
spiritual battleground. 
 For this reason, the Christian soldier, no matter 
where and when, must have the Word of God abiding 
in him. He is called to integrity: he cannot preach that 
which he does not practice, and he cannot practice 
that which he does not know. The gospel that he 
preaches to dying souls is the same gospel that renews 
his soul when he wakes up each morning. The truth he 
uses to admonish wayward souls is the same truth he 
needs to use in rebuking himself. The training and 
instruction that he gives to bless the saints is the same 
instruction that he must use to push himself to excel 
still more in his personal life and ministry. Who 
qualifies as a man of God, except a man who is 
intimately acquainted with God’s Word and a fervent 
and faithful doer of it (James 1:22-25)? The man of 
God delights in God’s Word morning, day, and night, 
and walks in it all the days of his life (Ps 1). The man 
of God’s heart is constantly trained and disciplined by 
it—in season and out of season—so that regardless of 
the often-unseen course ahead of him, he is equipped 
to minister effectively to the lost souls around him. 
 So, then, discipline yourself for the purpose of 
godliness in accordance with God’s Word, so that the 
Scriptures are what you breathe and bleed. Be slow to 
speak, slow to anger, and quick to hear (James 1:19). 
Humble yourself before God (Isa 66:2) and listen to 
what He has to say. Put off all fleshly lusts and 
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passions (2 Tim 2:22; 1 Pet 2:11) and train your soul in 
accordance with the instruction of these words, which 
have strengthened all those ordinary saints who have 
walked before you (Rom 15:4). Let your intimacy with 
God's Word be far deeper than any other source of 
information, so that the most effective Bible study to 
those around you is your own life. Believer, love God’s 
Word, both in knowledge and practice, so that you 
may be ready both in season and out of season to fight 
this spiritual warfare with winning weapons.    



 

 

 
 

25 
 

LEARNING TO NAVIGATE 
THROUGH LIFE’S AWKWARD 

SEASONS 

I had the grand idea several years ago of proving the 
legitimacy of my recertification as an American 
Council on Exercise (ACE) personal trainer by doing a 
middle-distance aquathlon (triathlon without the 
biking portion)—a 1500-meter swim immediately 
followed by a 5-mile run—during my kids’ nap time. 
The inevitable rationalization happened just four laps 
into the swim portion: “Maybe I can shorten the 
running portion to three miles instead of five?”  
 Distractions are mental poison for any athlete. 
Conversely, a key to athletic success—whatever the 
sport—is focus. Focus is the ability to keep one’s mind 
fully engaged within the immediate task at hand 
without being distracted by what has happened and 
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what could possibly happen. It’s that rare capacity to 
live one moment at a time, tackling one endeavor 
through its completion. Or, in this case, not pondering 
cutting down my running distance while I was free-
styling away in the water. In the end, the best way to 
prepare for the running leg is to focus on exhibiting 
proper form during the swimming leg so that you 
don’t waste necessary energy. After all, even the most 
gifted runners in aquathlon races have to accept that, 
for a good portion of a race like this, they’ll be 
swimming.  
 Needless to say, I finished the course. And, the 
more I think about it from a bird’s eye view, just 
finishing the aquathlon wasn’t such a bad thing. 
 Not a bad thing, indeed. The Bible does not 
forbid planning for the future, but it does warn against 
being so discouraged by a less-than-ideal season or 
situation that we don’t give our best effort to handle 
our current responsibilities. For example, Jeremiah was 
called to encourage the Jewish exiles during the 
unpleasantness of their captivity in Babylon. When 
would they be restored from captivity and returned to 
their Promised Land? When would their season as 
captive aliens come to an end? Jeremiah reminds them 
that their season in Babylon was not indefinite, but 
rather measured by God (Jer 29:10). And instead of 
constantly ruing the fact that they were not in their 
homeland for those seventy years, they were to do the 
following:  
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Build houses and live in them; and plant 
gardens and eat their produce. Take wives 
and become the fathers of sons and 
daughters, and take wives for your sons and 
give your daughters to husbands, that they 
may bear sons and daughters; and multiply 
there and do not decrease. Seek the welfare 
of the city where I have sent you into exile, 
and pray to the Lord on its behalf; for in its 
welfare, you will have welfare (Jer 29:5-7). 

In other words, don’t stay sulking in resignation over a 
particular season of unpleasantness. Be productive and 
give all tasks your best effort. For in due time, this 
season will be over. 
 As Christians, just like natural runners navigating 
through the swim stage, we will assuredly find 
ourselves navigating through awkward and less than 
perfect  environments in life. These  seasons are 
invariably temporary, but they are real and unpleasant. 
During these seasons, rather than sulking in 
resignation, living by faith shows itself in giving that 
particular season the best of our efforts no matter how 
much we may naturally dislike them.  
 God has a purpose for every segment of our lives, 
and every season exists for His glory. Thus, we ought 
not to waste such seasons with half-hearted efforts. 
Whether it’s the period of having to go through 
college before jumping into the working life, or having 
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to work a job that you don’t necessarily like, or living 
in a particular state when you desire to be somewhere 
else, or living through years of singleness when you 
desire to be married and have a family—each season 
that we consider to be empty or incomplete ought to 
be redeemed for the glory of God. Each of these 
seasons ought to be given our full attention. There will 
be plenty of times when, with your spindly legs and 
breadstick arms (like mine), you’ll find yourself 
maneuvering ,through the swimming chapter of an 
aquathlon. Youthful or earthly instinct says to start 
thinking about the next season as quickly as possible. 
Biblical wisdom, on the other hand, says to focus on 
one day at a time and one season at a time. Temporary 
seasons were never meant to be wasted, however short 
in duration. The Lord has already directed our future 
paths, with our purpose in redemptive history already 
predetermined (Eph 2:10). All that’s left, given this 
blessed future, is to live each and every day that He 
gives us actively seeking His Kingdom and 
righteousness, fueled by the joy of the gospel, and 
pressing onward toward His upward call in Christ. 
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LEARNING THE VALUE  
OF SUFFERING  

FOR RIGHTEOUSNESS 

I’ve been mentally consumed with athletics ever since I 
re-started my career as a personal trainer. In my daily 
pondering, I’ve discerned five categories of people 
with respect to athletic ability and endeavors. 

People and Athletics: Five Categories 
• Category 1: The people who simply aren’t athletic 

enough to make it to the Olympics, and thus never 
make it there. Virtually all of humanity falls into 
this category. 

• Category 2: The people who make it to the Olympics, 
and possibly even prosper, but do so unjustly. Figure 
skaters with knee-whacking cronies, along with 
performance enhancing drug (PED)-using 
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sprinters, fall into this category. It’s the most 
pitiable of categories, as their members face 
life-lasting consequences and live the rest of 
their lives in infamy.  

• Category 3: The people who are athletically gifted 
enough to make it to and compete at the Olympics. A 
tiny group of humans, but the vast majority of 
Olympians, fall into this category. This 
category is satisfying to observe, as they seem 
to be enjoying the rewards of their hard work 
while simultaneously competing in pressure-
free fashion, unlike those in the next category 
(Category 4). 

• Category 4: The athletes who compete as medal-
contenders in the Olympics. The number of 
humans in this category is getting smaller and 
smaller in membership. 

• Category 5: The Olympic gold medalists. This is the 
smallest category—and most coveted. The 
levels of discipline, dedication, sacrifice, and 
resilience it requires to find oneself in it are off 
the charts. It is the members of this category 
whose performances leave the legacies that 
shape their sport. 

Since the Bible in several places analogously links 
competitive athletic rewards with eternal rewards for 
righteousness (ever heard of the crown of 
righteousness?), I began to ponder the different 
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categories of people with regards to righteousness and 
suffering. The parallels are striking. 

People and Righteousness: Five Categories 
• Category 1: Wicked people who suffer for their 

wickedness. The vast majority of humanity falls 
into this category. Before God’s eyes, all men 
are wicked. And, as far as life on earth, most 
reap the consequences of the wickedness, or 
sin, that they sow. 

• Category 2: Wicked people who seem to prosper. From 
the Bible, men like the rich man (who taunted 
Lazarus in Luke 16:19ff) and the Pharisees fall 
into this category. This is the most pitiable of 
the categories. Their members are in the most 
perilous of states, for their present and earthly 
prosperity blinds them from the eternal wrath 
stored up for them. “Woe to those who laugh 
now, for they will weep,” as the Bible verse 
reminds us. 

• Category 3: Righteous people who prosper for their 
righteousness. This is the most satisfying of 
categories. I’m speaking of believers—those 
clothed with the righteousness of Christ 
through His atoning work—who, for the most 
part, prosper in their lives and reap the fruits 
of their righteous sowing. People rejoices with 
these folks (Prov 29:2).  



Suffering 

112 

• Category 4: Righteous people who suffer and deal 
righteously with suffering. The number of people in 
this category is getting smaller in participants. 
This category includes those believers whose 
lives seem to be filled with affliction and 
misfortune, though they do all they can to 
honor God. But, contrary to those in the world 
who are afflicted with negative circumstances, 
those in this category respond to suffering in a 
God-honoring way. They handle all that life 
throws at them with a godly perspective. This 
is the most admirable of categories—though in 
this life they are not always recognized and can 
even be unjustly judged (an ironic element to 
their life of suffering).    

These categories cover virtually the entirety of the 
planet’s population, both historically and geo-
graphically. And then there’s Category 5:  

• Category 5: Righteous people who suffer 
for their righteousness. 

It’s a special category—a unique one that God has set 
apart in a distinct manner. Unlike those in category 4, 
members of category 5 are those who suffer not just 
while pursuing righteousness, but because of their 
pursuit of righteousness. Righteousness is not just the 
result of their suffering, but the cause of it. It is this 
category that consists of righteous people who suffer 
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unjustly. For in making their choice to honor the Lord, 
they not only experience affliction and misfortune, but 
persecution. It is this category whose members the 
world esteems with great pity and shame, but who 
God esteems with great favor.  
 Christ mentions these people in the Beatitudes, 
and Peter encourages them in his first epistle (1 Pet 
3:13-4:6). It is to this category that Christ—the Author 
and Perfecter of faith—belongs, as well as His 
apostles. Men and women who leave lasting legacies 
and shape the Christian community belong to this 
category, and their shed blood still speaks (Heb 11:4). 
This category includes the men and women who have 
been called to experience a unique depth of fellowship 
with Christ. It is this category whose members know 
the Savior most deeply. These are the gold medalists of 
God’s people—the ones for whom heaven’s greatest 
rewards and highest honors are reserved (1 Pet 1:6-7). 
 Members of category 5, you are the ones whom 
the Lord Jesus considers the most blessed—the most 
fortunate of humanity.  

Blessed are those who have been persecuted 
for the sake of righteousness, for theirs is the 
kingdom of heaven. Blessed are you when 
people insult you and persecute you, and 
falsely say all kinds of evil against you 
because of Me. Rejoice and be glad, for your 
reward in heaven is great (Matt 5:10-12). 
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And you belong to that category because the Almighty 
God, in His sovereign wisdom and lavish grace, 
elected you to it. For such a dignified calling, an 
unworthy man cannot summon upon himself. But for 
those who have been counted worthy, may they rejoice 
greatly, knowing that God gave the same sanctified lot 
to His most greatly utilized servants as recorded in the 
Bible. 
 I first studied these passages when I became born 
again. And, as hard as life has been, I know full well 
that God has not yet considered me as a candidate for 
that special category. My life, for the record, hasn’t 
been immune from affliction and suffering. And 
through God’s faithfulness to teach and train His 
children, I’ve learned to deal with suffering in a more 
gospel-honoring manner than I had previously. But 
day after day, with eternity in mind, since the moment 
of my salvation, I've wondered if He will ever grant me 
the privilege of being a part of that golden group. I’ve 
contemplated if I will be able to personally testify to 
the reality of 1 Peter 2:20 (ESV): “For what credit is 
there if, when you sin and are harshly treated, you 
endure it with patience? But if when you do what is 
right and suffer for it you patiently endure it, this finds 
favor with God.” It is, after all, His choice—not 
mine. I will never be an Olympic athlete. But I do 
hope that, by the end of my life, He will have 
considered me worthy to glorify Him in this special 
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category, having the same hallowed attitude as those in 
Acts 5:41: 

So they went on their way from the presence 
of the Council, rejoicing that they had been 
considered worthy to suffer shame for His 
name. 
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LEARNING TO BECOME LIKE 
THE ONE YOU BEHOLD 

My mom and dad both played basketball when they 
were young. My brother played on the varsity team of 
one of the top interscholastic basketball teams in 
Hawaii. My two sisters both played basketball in their 
middle school years. My entire family is a basketball-
playing and following family—except for me. I never 
played it, never wanted to play it, and—to be perfectly 
frank—can’t really play it. 
 You can imagine, then, just how frustrated I was 
to have to coach basketball. But that is sometimes part 
of the package when you work for a church or a small 
Christian school when you are a male with a sports 
background. I’ve never really enjoyed doing it—either 
for church camps or for our school program—but I 
do remember one time when I did find coaching 
basketball to be particularly insightful. 
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 A few years ago, the coach for our school’s 
middle-school basketball team was out of town for a 
few days, and I was asked to be a fill-in coach for two 
practices. During the second practice, while I had 
them scrimmage, I was shocked by what I witnessed: 
little boys ranging from 4th to 6th grade regularly 
going for 3-point shots…and making them! That 
wasn’t what I remember experiencing in P.E. class 
when I was their age. Deep threes weren’t all that 
common when I used to watch my brother’s basketball 
teams play. Long-range splashes weren’t too frequent 
when I watched my high school’s basketball team play. 
Could it possibly be that coaches were forcing these 
little kids—some of whom still could barely tie their 
own shoelaces—to consistently pick a low percentage 
shot selection? 
 It didn’t take long for me to figure out the answer. 
These kids, all of whom were from the Bay Area, had 
gotten into basketball around the time the Golden 
State Warriors began to dominate in the NBA. They 
were simply emulating the man they watched and 
followed on TV—Stephen Curry, the best 3-point 
shooter in NBA history. 
 Why little boys today who idolize Stephen Curry 
are launching “threes” on the basketball court is the 
same reason that little girls back in the late nineties 
were regularly doing change-of-edge spirals on the ice 
rink when Michelle Kwan dominated the sport of 
figure skating. A sport’s current icon directly affects 
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the athletic transformation of the generation who 
grows up revering them. In other words, who a person 
continually and reverently beholds is who a person 
becomes. 
 This is true in the spiritual realm as well. It is why 
Jesus said that everyone, once he is fully trained, 
becomes like his teacher (Luke 6:40). It is why Psalm 
115:8 reminds us that we will become like the one 
whom we worship. To put it another way, it is why so 
many churches that are characterized by either 
doctrinal precision or lavish programs are 
characterized by stunted, unhealthy saints who hardly 
resemble Jesus Christ. It’s because people will become 
like those they continually behold, and if they’re not 
beholding Christ, they won’t become like Him. How 
can they, when they’re not devoted to reading, praying, 
and meditating through their Bibles and Christ isn’t 
being proclaimed in their churches?  
 I’m aware of plenty of churches and para-church 
organizations whose people I can almost expect to be 
characterized by two things: sound theology and 
spiritual immaturity. Why? It’s because the pastors and 
preachers of that ministry preach with doctrinal and 
exegetical precision, but they don’t preach the person of 
Christ. It’s possible, after all, for a person to have a 
good Christology while Christ isn’t being fully formed 
in him (Gal 4:19). Such people are those who see 
Christian living as adherence to rules (hence, they love 
to ask the question, “Is it wrong to…”) rather than 
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imitating a person. It’s astounding how many 
Christians who regularly attend church services on 
Sundays and who can recite their systematic theology 
like the proverbial “ABCs” would freeze like a deer in 
the headlights if you asked them to describe Jesus as a 
person and what about Him they are aiming to 
emulate. 
 So how does a person truly change toward Christ-
likeness? The answer is in 2 Corinthians 3:18: “But we 
all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the 
glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same 
image from glory to glory, just as from the Lord, the 
Spirit.” Christians, whose eyes have been opened by 
the regenerating and transforming work of the Holy 
Spirit, change toward Christ-likeness when they 
continually behold the glory of Christ as revealed in 
Scripture. They behold Him when they hear Him 
proclaimed by the Spirit-led preacher at church since it 
is the Spirit that always seeks to glorify Christ. They 
behold Him when they read their Bibles in their own 
homes. Let all preachers remember that in order to 
present members mature in Christ, it is Christ whom 
they must proclaim (Col 1:28). Let all of us remember 
that we will become like those we behold. 



 

 
 
 

 

CONCLUSION: REDEEMING 
SPORTS AS A PARABLE 

I shared in the first chapter of this book that there’s a 
bit of personal irony that sports has become such a 
huge part of my life as a believer. It’s an irony that I 
laugh at today. It’s also one that I’m thankful for. 
 I’m thankful that my heavy involvement in 
athletics today was purely from the providence of God 
and not from any kind of external pressure or internal 
idolatry. For as much as I enjoy being involved in 
sports and athletics at all levels—recreationally, 
competitively, and occupationally—I will be the first to 
admit that we live amidst a culture in which sports has 
taken an unnecessary place in the lives of the younger 
generation. As I write this book, I grieve because I can 
think of many young people who have exchanged the 
glory of the incorruptible God (Rom 1:23) for the 
glory of something created—in this case, sports. And 
much of this is due to the culture in which many 
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American youth are currently raised that has turned 
sports and athletics into idols. 
 Sports and athletics are not mandated endeavors 
in the Bible. Sports are often used as illustrations, but 
there is no prescription in the Bible that decrees our 
children’s involvement in them. It’s common today to 
see parents grow disappointed in their children for 
either not excelling in sports or refusing to be involved 
in them. This is hardly a surprise, given that Isaac 
favored his more athletic son, Esau, over his more 
domestically-oriented son, Jacob (Gen 25:28). God 
designed for sports and athletics to be enjoyed, but our 
culture has turned it into a misguidedly over-
emphasized and idolatry-infused rite of youth. 
 Because we see it as a necessity, our culture now 
esteems athletic success far higher than godliness, 
which is the very opposite of how Paul instructs us to 
prioritize our lives (1 Tim 4:8). I have seen even 
Christian parents fall into the trap of being far more 
interested and invested in their kids’ sporting 
endeavors than in their church involvement. Is it any 
surprise, then, that even within the church we are 
seeing more and more kids neglect involvement in the 
church so that they can excel in their sports activities? 
Unless we as parents teach our children to love the 
Lord with all their heart, soul, mind, and strength 
(Mark 12:30), our children will have hearts that are 
divided between being involved in God’s church and 
excelling in sports. Sadly, this is what I see happening. 
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I’m observing more and more kids coming from 
Christ-professing families, who are highly involved in 
athletics and hardly involved in the life of the church. 
They’re growing as athletes, but not as Christians. 
 Again, the worldly culture in which our children 
are raised is partially to blame. Even within the 
Christian community, churches seem to love inviting 
professional athletes as special guests and speakers at 
conferences. Are we inadvertently sending the message 
to the younger generation that if two people tell you to 
give your life to Christ and say no to pornography, the 
one who wears an Olympic gold medal has more 
credibility? Did we forget that the Lord Himself is not 
impressed with athletic ability, but instead looks to the 
heart of the man (1 Sam 16:7)? 
 Thankfully, Jesus Christ came to redeem and 
restore all things to Himself. That includes sports, and 
the place it has in the Christian life. Through Christ, 
Christians can check themselves and resolve to enjoy 
sports and athletics without idolizing them. And in 
Christ, our younger generation can learn to view sports 
for what it should be—not the point of life, but rather 
a parable for enriching and edifying Christian living! 
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