	THE RACE AND THE CROWN

This tract was written at the time of the 2004 Athens Olympics, by a Presbyterian minister who had studied Classics at Oxford University and Theology at the Reformed Theological College in Belfast.
   “…The Olympics, more than any other sporting event, still represents athletic excellence, as the Olympic motto proudly announces: citius, altius, fortius – ‘faster, higher, stronger.’   The apostle Paul was a big fan of the Olympics.  It comes out again and again as you read his writings.  Describing the discipline and integrity of the Christian life he wrote: If anyone competes as an athlete, he does not receive the victor’s crown unless he competes according to the rules.  (Olympic cheats take note!)  In the last few weeks before his death he summed up his life using a picture taken from the games: I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.  Now there is in store for me the crown of righteousness.

   But perhaps the most challenging reference Paul makes to the games is this one: Every one who competes in the games goes into strict training.  They do it to get a crown that will not last; but we do it to get a crown that will last forever.

   ‘Strict training’?  I’ll say!  If this was true in Paul’s day, surely it’s even more true today, with the stakes, the pressure, and the training programmes all raised to a whole new level.

   A recent article in the Saturday Telegraph reported on the preparations being made by Britain’s Olympic medal hopefuls.  Listen to what Sarah Price (swimming) said: “I do  find mornings hard, especially in winter – At seven in the morning, when I want to go back to sleep, I think Olympics.  Why stay in bed when another competitor somewhere is getting up and training?”

   “Paul Green, going for the Taekwondo gold, on the possible long term effects of his punishing training routine: “People say, ‘Why do you put yourself through it?  You’re going to be in a wheelchair by the time you’re 60’ – stuff like that.  But I think it’s worth 
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sacrificing things to get to your goal.”

   “Time magazine reported a few weeks ago on the training programme for the elite Romanian gymnasts.  From the age of fourteen, the country’s top fifteen gymnasts live in a specialised training camp all rear round.  They have eleven or twelve training sessions each week, and all other aspects of their lives are carefully controlled.

   “They are allowed only one or two visits home during the year.  One Romanian sports writer says, ‘[It’s] like a military camp – titanic work, military discipline and special diet.’

   Why do these athletes do it?  Paul says, For a crown that will not last.  In Paul’s day it was a wreath of pine or parsley leaves.  It looked well for a day or two, but after a while it withered and disintegrated.  All that labour and effort, but nothing lasting to show for it.

   “Of course gold medals have replaced the pine wreaths and last longer than their owners do.  But even if the medal lasts, a souvenir of a glory day long past, will anyone remember? 

   The Olympic reunion centre in Athens proudly claims, “Once an Olympian, always an Olympian.  No Olympian is forgotten no matter how many years have passed since they realised their Olympic dream.”

   “But the brutal fact is they are forgotten.  How many Olympic gold medallists can you name out of the many thousands?  These men and women trained to phenomenal, almost superhuman lengths to become the best of the best.  Yet how few are really remembered?  Their ‘immortality’ has a short shelf life.  Even Olympians grow old – those once world-class muscles grow frail.  And in the end their all too mortal bodies will die.

   “If even Olympians can’t achieve lasting glory or immortality, what hope is there for those of us whose bodies, minds and lives are considerably more average?  We have our own goals and ambitions – perhaps not an Olympic medal, but a happy marriage, a bigger home in a nicer part of the country?  That 
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new model car you’ve been admiring in the showroom?  A string of  GCSE or A-level passes, a good degree?  To make a success of your own business?  To get the golf handicap down to scratch?  To make the 1st.XV?

   “What would Paul say about such ambitions?  Not that there’s anything wrong with them in and of themselves – but they’re ‘crowns that will not last’.  If this world and this life was all there is, it mightn’t matter so very much.  If death really is the end of everything, I suspect most of us would settle for a crown that only lasts 50 or 60 years.  But death is not the end.  The Bible says so, and – if you’re honest with yourself – you know it’s true as well.

   “The great good news of Christianity is that, as Paul puts it, there is “a crown that lasts forever”.  Jesus Christ, God himself, came to earth and lived and died to give everlasting life to anyone who trusts in him.  Life in all its fullness to all eternity.  There’s [also*] a goal worth pursuing!  If we live as though this life is our lot we are making the biggest mistake it’s possible for a human being to make – one we will regret forever.”* 

[* Note. “Everlasting life” and the “goal” are not synonymous. – Ed.]

-------

   “In the world of media consciousness, when everything and everyone is scrutinised, we often hear the phrase ‘a loss of confidence’.  Perhaps, referring to an athlete in the world of sport who has under-performed, or to some student who hasn’t come up to expectation.  This relates of course to confidence in their ability in the public arena to a certain level.  In other words, to their self-confidence, implying that they can do it when the pressure is on.”

   But today there is a loss of confidence in the power of the Gospel, because we, as bearers of the Good News, are being told that we have to make the Gospel relevant.  That is, connected to the matter being discussed.

   Now, in Paul’s letter to the Church in Galatia, we read:- “I am astonished that you are so quickly 

	deserting the one who called you by the grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel – which is really no gospel at all.  Evidently some people are throwing you into confusion and are trying to pervert the gospel of Christ.  But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel other than the one we preached to you, let him be eternally condemned!” (1:6-9).

   “The character of Christian,” it has been said, “moulded as it is for better or for worse by the other members of the body of Christ, specially by those who undertake to be teachers, is shaped unto life if the teaching be the words of God; is shaped unto death, if the teaching be the thoughts of men.” … “If therefore by declaring the whole counsel of God [Acts 20: 24b-27]  and pressing it upon the brotherhood … some be delivered from the snare of Satan, and others turn from the paths whither they have strayed, it become a duty in these days of confusion, love of ease, and prophesying of smooth things, to lift up one’s voice even from the housetops, if not indeed yet with a, ‘Turn ye, turn ye, O house of Israel, for why will ye die!’ at least with ‘Come, and let us reason together’” – concerning the ‘Free Gift,’ which is ‘eternal life,’ and the ‘Prize,’ which is life in the coming ‘age’.

   But what exactly was Paul saying about this “different gospel”?  Was he saying there is no “Prize” to win?, no resurrection to “attain,”? or no “inheritance” to be lost?  Was his entire ministry to the saints of God, always focused only on what Christ has done for us?  NO, it most certainly it was not! 

   The gospel which Paul preached had two very important truths embedded within it.  The first, and most important of these, is what Christ has done for us; and the second, is what God expects us - (after finding eternal salvation through faith alone in His only begotten Son) - to do for Him: not to win “Eternal Life” by our works, but to win the “Prize,” of the coming “age” (Phil. 3: 14; Lk. 20: 35).  Failure, on the part of Christians,  to keep these truths separate and distinct from each other, will corrupt both facets of the one Gospel which Paul faithfully preached, (Gal. 2: 15. cf. 5: 13 – 6: 10).

[* Note.  The Greek word, translated “eternal” in Gal. 
	
	6: 8, should be translated ‘age-lasting’ or ‘life in the coming age’.  The context demands this interpretation.  We can’t reap eternal life by what we sow, for that is a ‘free gift’ by the grace of God through faith in Christ Jesus.  What we can reap, through wilful sin and disobedience to the commands of Christ, is corruption of the flesh, for an extra 1,000 years, as disembodied souls in Hades – the place of the dead.]

   There are two hedges on each side of the narrow road leading to the Kingdom Age.  On the one side is the teaching that we can win the “Prize,” if we don’t lose heart, grow weary or lose faith in the ‘hope’ of the “Gospel”: and if we imagine the “Prize” is eternal life, we break through one hedge by corrupting the gospel of the grace of God, and destroy “the faith” which Paul faithfully “kept,” (2 Tim. 2: 5-7; 6: 7); and, on the other side of the road, we can break through the opposite hedge – (as Anti-Millennialists are now doing) - by interpreting Divine Prophecies of Messiah’s coming glory upon this earth in a figurative way; and hence, coming to the conclusion that there is no “inheritance” to be lost by any who are regenerate!

   “Controversy in religion,” it has been said, “is a hateful thing.  It is hard enough to fight the devil the world and the flesh without private differences in our own camps.  But there is one thing even worse than controversy; and that is false doctrine tolerated, allowed, and permitted without protest. 

… There are times when controversy is not only a duty, but a benefit.  Give me a mighty thunderstorm rather than the pestilential malaria.  The one walks in darkness and poisons in silence, and you are never safe.  The other frightens and alarms for a little season.  But it is soon over, and it clears the air.”

   The truths which spurred Paul onwards, after his conversion and his encounter with Jesus near Damascus, was to “finish the course and complete the task” the Lord Jesus had given him.  What was that? (1)  “Testifying the gospel [good news] of God’s grace” and (2) “preaching the kingdom.”  

   Encouragements and warnings are found in all his letters to the Churches of God, Acts 9: 3- 6; 20: 24 -
	
	32.  Are we hearing both of these divine truths being expounded inside our assemblies today?

-------

“With eyes aflame, with panting breath, they come,-

THE RUNNERS, - every nerve and muscle tense, -

Urged forward by a thousand deafening cries,

On, on, they rush, when one, close to the goal,

For but one moment glances back in pride

To note how far he hath outrun the rest,

Alas! Tripped by a pebble on the course

He stumbles, falls, arises, but too late, -

Another sweeps ahead with blood-flecked lips 

And bursting heart! One final, awful strain, 

With human effort, grand, supreme,

He leaps into the air, - and falls in death 

Across the line,- A VICTOR, but at what 

A fearful cost!  He gave his life, his all.

I ponder o’er this tragedy of days

When Greece was mistress of the world, and say,

“Hast not thou also entered on a race

My soul, in contest for a ‘crown of life’

A prize thou canst not win except thine all

Thou givest!  Then, be wise, and watch and pray

Turn not thine eyes one instant from ‘the mark’

For fear thou dash thy foot against some small,

Well-rounded truth, which in thy pride thou hast

Over looked, and thus thou stumble, fall, and though

Thou shouldst arise ‘twould be too late to win.

“Ah, then, consider thy ‘forerunner’ Christ,

Yea, call to mind the ‘cloud of witnesses’

Around – those noble, faithful ones of old, -

And strip thyself, my soul, make straight paths for thy feet;

Breathe deeply of the Spirit’s conquering power,

And run with patient, meek, enduring zeal!

Almost thou hast attained, my soul, my soul!

Shall angels, principalities, or powers,

Or height, or depth, or other creature draw

Thee from the goal so near?  Ah!  Yes, so near

The glory-light streams through the parting veil;

Have faith, press on, one effort, grand supreme, -

And thou hast won in death love’s blood-bought crown.
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