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Run to win 

Reading Philippians 2: 12-18 

Text: 1 Corinthians 9:24-27 

The way Paul describes the life of the committed Christian here is that it is like running a 

marathon. In the ancient world the Corinthian Isthmian Games were quite a big annual event 

almost as big as the Olympic Games. Paul who worked in Corinth for 18 months will have 

become familiar with the games and probably witnessed some of the events and as Paul wrote 

while there were many contestants only one in each event came first and won the prize. Paul 

knew that running to win against your competitors requires stamina, effort and a high level of 

fitness.  

Well here in this passage he’s using athletics as an analogy of the Christians life, only the 

fitness you need as a Christian to run and finish the race is spiritual rather than physical. Well 

what might that look like? It’s a spiritual endurance marathon which in the first place is 

1. A controlled race. Paul wrote in verse 25, “Everyone who competes in the games 

exercises self-control in all things.” The word compete can also be translated as ‘strive’. It 

comes from the Greek word agonizomai from which we get the English word agonise. Well 

to compete and win at any sport requires a major effort. Many athletes push their bodies to 

the limits.  Some collapse from exhaustion along the way. Others suffer muscle strain or torn 

ligaments. I know of one marathon runner who pushed himself so hard during his athletic 

career that he needed heart surgery in his late 40s. It requires a great deal of self-control to 

push your body to the limit without injuring yourself in order to win. The same self-control is 

needed in other areas too such as what you eat, the length of time that you train, keeping up 

your fluids and getting enough rest and avoiding distractions. Athlete’s bodies and minds 

have to be controlled and focused if they are going to win any races.  

This is true for your life as a Christian as well. Self-control along with a number of other 

virtues is one of the fruits of the Spirit. If you are a Christians confess faith in Jesus Christ as 

your Savior and Lord then you have the Holy Spirit and Galatians 5:23 says that one of the 

fruits of the Spirit is self-control.  

Well Paul is a good example of Christian self-control. In his second letter to the Corinthian 

church he explained to them what he went through in his efforts to preach the gospel. He 

willingly endured hardship, distress, floggings , imprisonment, lack of sleep hunger with 

patience kindness and love for the sake of the gospel.  

We may not be missionaries as Paul was but the willingness to exercise similar self-control is 

a defining mark of the Christian. Taking time out each day for prayer and Bible study either 

individually or as a family requires self -control, thinking charitably about others requires 

spiritual self-control. It is easy to let the sinful side of our nature rear up and think and say 

sinful and damaging things. Self-control means saying, “No I’m not going to think ill of my 

brother or sister in what I think or say. It takes self-control to lead a disciplined life do your 

best at your studies or your job. It requires self-control to go to church and keep the Lord’s 

day regularly. We don’t always feel like it. But the Christian tries to control his or her 

feelings. 
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Why is that? Because as Paul states at the end of 1 Corinthians 2 we have “the mind of 

Christ” who always exercised self-control, always wanted to do his heavenly Father’s will, 

wasn’t influenced by flattery, neither Satan’s temptations during his 40 day fast or when the 

crowds tried to make him king. When he was falsely accused by the Sanhedrin just before his 

crucifixion accused, he remained silent. He maintained perfect self-control. As Paul wrote in 

Romans 5:8 “While we were yet sinners Christ died for us.”  

So as we read earlier in Philippians 2 :12 “we work out our salvation with fear and 

trembling” We discipline ourselves we exercise self control because God is at work in us  to 

will and work for his good pleasure.  

2. In the second place we run with purpose. In verse 26 Paul wrote “I run in such a way 

not without aim.” He runs with a single aim, to get to the finish line and win. Philippians 3: 

13ff is the best commentary on this. Paul wrote, “forgetting what is behind and straining 

towards what is ahead I press on towards the goal to win the prize for which God has called 

me heavenward in Christ Jesus.”  

Paul continues. I box in such a way not beating the air” Here Paul introduces a second sport 

alongside running and that is boxing. A good boxer doesn’t just throw his punches into thin 

air. If he misses he exposes himself to devastating counter punches.  So, he doesn’t want to 

miss and waste any of his blows. He needs to box with precision and skill and make every 

punch count!  Here Paul is using the boxing analogy to show that in his gospel ministry he 

doesn’t want to miss a single opportunity for the gospel. He works in such a way that his 

body becomes his slave as he puts it in verse 27, he buffets his body. That doesn’t mean that 

he hits himself. It means he is prepared to endure floggings, to suffer if necessary for the 

purpose of preaching the gospel and winning people to Christ  

Preaching Christ to the Gentiles is what Christ called Paul to do. This is Paul’s aim and 

purpose in life.  He runs and fights to that end.  

Well we are not called to serve the Lord Jesus Christ in the same way Paul did. So the 

question now is what did Paul want to get across to the Corinthian church here? What is it 

that he wants all Christians to aim for? Where is Paul heading with this letter. The climax of 

Paul’s discussion in this letter really comes in chapter 15 and Paul’s discussion on the 

resurrection of the dead. There will be and to all of this striving.  1 Corinthians 15:24 says 

“Then comes the end when Christ delivers up the kingdom to the God and Father when he 

has abolished all rule and all power and authority for he must reign until he has put all his 

enemies under his feet.”  

What follows that statement is the Paul’s teaching about the resurrection of all believers 

saying in verse 51 “We shall be changed”, the perishable will put on imperishable,  death will 

be swallowed up in victory,…. therefore  be steadfast immovable always abounding in the 

work of the Lord for your work in the Lord is not in vain.”  

So there is a glorious purpose or end gaol to the life we live, but there are also many obstacle 

on the way. A Olympic runner runs against opponents, ignores the pain and exhaustion is 

determined to reach his goal. He needs to resist the temptation to go for a pleasant meander 

through the woods while others are pounding past him down the race track. He doesn’t leave 

the race to stop and pick the flowers. Neither does a boxer practice shadow boxing in the ring 
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and let his opponent swing punches at his head and body. No he fights to make every blow 

count.  

Similarly the Christian  is called to run hard and fight valiantly in the spiritual realm with a 

clear purpose in mind and that is what Paul calls an “imperishable wreath.”  According to 

verse 25b. What is the wreath? Colossians 1:21ff it says Christ has reconciled you through his 

death on the cross to present you holy and blameless before Him. (there we have the aim or 

purpose of the Christians life the imperishable wreath” but here is the qualification, “If you 

continue firmly  established and steadfast  not moved away from the hope of the gospel that 

you have heard.”  

According to one historian the athletes in Paul’s day competed for a crown that was made of  

pine twigs . Well that would go brown fairly soon and end up in a fire somewhere. So would 

the fame and public acclamation. I used to be a bit of a sporting fan in my day. There was one 

Marathon runner who won the Olympic gold medal back in the 70’s who I greatly admired 

back then but can’t remember his name any more. The wreaths of fame won today are 

forgotten tomorrow. 

There are also many who coast through life having only perishable goals such as health 

wealth and personal happiness, all the while persistently refusing to follow Christ. As 

Solomon wrote in Ecclesiastes all of those goals eventually evaporate and in the end are 

meaningless. There is only one goal in life which is really worthwhile that is the goal of 

seeking first the kingdom of God and of reconciliation with God and eternal life. Are you 

living your life, running your race with the goal in mind? The only way to reach that goal is 

through faith in Christ. Do you trust him and will you follow him?  Will you resist 

temptation, resist unbelief, sin and keep your eyes of faith fixed on Him and that end goal of 

being with him?  

3. That brings me to the third point Run to win. Paul wrote in verse 24 “Run in such a 

way that you may win and in verse 27 “I buffet my body make it my slave less possibly after 

I have preached to others I should be disqualified.”  

What does Paul mean by ‘Run to win?” Does that mean that the one who runs and tries very 

hard but only comes in second misses out on the reward at the end of his Christian life?  No, 

Paul isn’t suggesting that anyone who sincerely follows Christ can miss out on the prize. 

According to 2 Timothy 4:8 the crown of righteousness which Paul was confident of 

receiving at the end of his life will also be given to all who have  longed for Christ’s 

appearing.”  

Well then why is Paul afraid that he might be disqualified?  

Its not as if the apostle Paul could fall from grace and be rejected, or that his miraculous 

conversion, regeneration, baptism and call to apostleship was not an integral part of his 

pathway to glorification.  The steps of Salvation are like links in an unbreakable chain 

according to Romans 8:29 & 30.  The work God begins in us he promises to see through to 

completion on the day Christ returns according to Philippians 1:6. 

This fear of disqualification is the tension of the already but not yet which all Christians 

experience in varying degrees. The fear of losing is also a part of the running races and 

fighting in boxing matches. 
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Take tennis for example. It’s no good serving up brilliant aces in a tennis match if you keep 

putting your foot over the base line. Running a race on steroids is worse and can result in a 

life time disqualification. There is the fear that if you break the rules you could be 

disqualified.  

The Christians life feels like that too. We do our best; the spirit is willing but at times the 

flesh is weak. Paul experienced that himself. Though he was an outstanding apostle there 

were times of personal reflection when he realised that he was holding a treasure in a cracked 

earthen vessel. The treasure being the gospel and Paul with his poor eyesight and thorn in the 

flesh and other struggles, the earthen vessel. In Roman 7 he admitted to a struggle with sin. 

His conclusion to that admission was “O wretched man that I am”  

Do we not also have these thoughts or was Paul the only one? Thankfully Paul didn’t stay 

wretched and doesn’t leave us feeling wretched. His final conclusion was thanks be to God 

there is no condemnation in Christ.  

Being in Christ is the key.  

So being aware of the struggle all Christians face Paul urges us to “work out your salvation 

with fear and trembling” and in 2 Peter 1:10 “be all the more diligent to make certain your 

calling and election” and here in our text “Run in a way that you may win”  

How can we run and not be disqualified from the prize when the spirit is willing but the flesh 

is weak?   

There is really only one way.  

Our end goal is to see God and gain eternal life. The only way to the Father is though the Son 

As Hebrews 12:1 puts it “let us lay aside every encumbrance and the sin which so easily 

entangles us and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us fixing our eyes on 

Jesus the author and perfector of faith, who for the joy set before him, endured the cross, 

scorned its shame and has sat down at the right hand of God. Consider him that you may not 

grow weary and lose heart.  

Further on in that chapter the writer to the Hebrews reminds us that when we do come to 

Jesus we come to the mediator of a better covenant and to sprinkled blood which speaks a 

better word than the blood of able.  

This is talking about the Able of Genesis 4 who was murdered by his brother Cain. It says 

that Able’s blood cried out for justice because of Cain’s sin.  

If that’s all there was just retribution for sin all of us would be lost. But Jesus gets us across 

the finish line.  

Jesus blood speaks a better word than Able’s.   

Jesus the Son of God shed his own blood on the cross so that there could be mercy for 

sinners. While we were yet sinners Christ died for us. 

So Christian life is like an endurance race. It requiring self-control and perseverance. We are 

urged to have the imperishable wreath, that goal of eternal life clearly in mind. Sure there are 

many obstacle on the way including the weakness of our own flesh.  However, if we keep our 
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eyes of faith fixed on Jesus, trust in his sacrifice for sin and want to serve and follow him, 

then it is a race we will all win, Amen.  


