
August 8, 2021 – 1 Corinthians 9:24-27 – “Stay Focused and Go for the Gold!” 

 
John was a teenager who loved to run.  His dream 
was to be on his high school’s cross-country team.  
The only problem, the coach thought John was too 
short and too skinny.  John’s best friend, Brian, on 
the other hand, was the runner the coach had his 
eye on, but he wasn’t interested.  That’s when John 
came up with a plan to join the team.  He promised 
the coach that if he’d let him run, he would 
convince his friend, to join the team. 
 
The team – including John and Brian – had their 
first cross-country meet.  10 schools had runners 
competing, including Lloyd.  Lloyd was the 
defending state champion.  Everyone figured the 
race was over before it even began – Lloyd would 
win.  The starting gun sounded, Lloyd ran to the 
front of the pack and then led all the runners as 
they disappeared into a wooded area of the 3-mile 
course.  The spectators waited and waited, until 
finally, they saw a runner leading the pack out of 
the woods, and heading toward the finish line. 
 
They assumed it was Lloyd …  as the lead runner 
got closer, they saw it wasn’t Lloyd.  It was John.  
John won the meet and set a record. 
 
When he was asked how he was able to win, John 
said: “I focused on the runner ahead of him until I 
passed him, and then the next and the next and the 
next until there was no one left to pass.”  John won 
by focusing on one runner at a time, and he stayed 
focused all the way to the finish line. 
 
In today’s lesson the Apostle Paul coaches us to 
stay focused all the way to finish line – like a 
runner, like an athlete – when it comes to our 
Christian faith. 
 
In addition to staying focused, almost 12,000 
Olympic athletes between the ages of 12 to 66 are 
competing for gold medals in 339 events right now 
in Tokyo, Japan.  What does it take to win a gold 
medal?  It takes years of training.  But training hard 
doesn’t guarantee you’ll make the medal stand.  
Every Olympic athlete who competes has trained 
hard. 
 

It is critical to stay focused.  Losing focus, even for a 
split-second, can crush gold medal hopes and 
dreams.  Just ask the athletes … who were out-
touched at the wall in the pool … who clipped a 
hurdle and stumbled … who dropped the baton 
during a relay … who fell off the balance beam … 
who missed a target on the range.  Losing our focus 
as Christians is also critical, it can crush eternal 
hopes and dreams. 
 
Why would an Olympic athlete stay focused and 
put themselves through such punishing training 
sessions?  To win the prize!  A winning athlete in 
Paul’s day received … 

• a lifetime exemption from paying taxes and 
serving in the military, 

• free tuition at one of the universities, 

• a statute of themselves erected along the road 
to the games, 

• a laurel wreath to wear on their head. 
 
A winning athlete at the Tokyo Olympics can expect 
to receive … 

• a gold medal, 

• national and sometimes even international 
fame, 

• a huge bonus from their home country, 

• endorsement deals worth millions. 
 
Why would a Christian stay focused and put 
themselves through the difficult and disappointing 
struggles of life?  To win the prize!  A Christian 
whose faith is focused on the Savior will also 
receive a prize.  But unlike the fame that is 
forgotten, the money that is spent and the 
endorsements that dry up, the Christian receives 
the eternal prize of life forever in God’s glorious 
presence. 
 
No wonder Paul coaches the Christian to train, like 
an athlete and, “Stay Focused and Go for the 
Gold” … lasting gold, the pure gold of the streets 
John saw in his vision at the heavenly finish line. 
 
Is heaven that valuable of a prize?  What would you 
give for a life … 



• without headaches, or arthritis pains? 

• without bossy bosses, or lazy co-workers? 

• without ICU’s or emergency rooms? 

• without violence of any kind, none? 

• without graveside services at cemeteries, or 
cemeteries at all? 

 
How much is heaven worth to you?  How badly do 
you want to live in a glorified body in a perfect 
place with perfect peace and perfect joy?  When 
was the last time you stopped and thought about 
what that will be like when we get there? 
 
It’s the kind of life we all dream of, isn’t it?  It’s a 
life without sin.  It’s not a dream.  It’s a reality.  It’s 
the kind of life God promises to those who stay 
focused on Jesus Christ.  That’s the prize worth 
training harder than any Olympian trains for a gold 
medal. 
 
Now when I say “train,” I’m not suggesting that 
we’re doing anything to earn eternal life.  We can’t.  
Sin locks us down to the starting blocks.  We can’t 
lift a finger.  We don’t want to either because 
we’re stubborn, sinfully stubborn! 
 
Jesus, on the other hand, took off from the blocks 
and perfectly jumped every hurdle Satan laid in his 
path.  God the Father announced Jesus’ victory 
over sin, death and the devil with his early morning 
Easter wake-up call.  Jesus died and rose for all!  
The lasting gold of heaven is offered to all!  Paul 
warns us that we can disqualify ourselves from the 
prize of heaven, if we lose our focus on our Savior. 
 
What could possibly cause us to lose our focus, to 
lose our faith and toss out everything Jesus worked 
so hard to give us?  Our sinful nature is the 
rebellious side of us that refuses to follow God’s 
will.  It’s like having a left foot that’s always trying 
to trip up the right foot on purpose.  What would 
you do with a foot like that?  Paul was willing to do 
whatever it took to that sinful nature when he 
wrote: “I strike a blow to my body and make it my 
slave … so I myself will not be disqualified for the 
prize. 
 

Friends, we can’t be nice, or negotiate with our 
sinful nature.  We need to clobber it!  When we fail 
to show it whose boss, we’ve lost our focus. 
 
You’d be shocked, if, in the final minutes of a gold 
medal game with the score tied, members of Team 
USA stopped playing and started talking to their 
teammates about plans to check out Tokyo’s sights. 
 
Sounds crazy but that’s what we often do as 
Christians.  We check out.  Our sinful nature causes 
us to lose our focus on the prize when:  

• Making ends meet is more important than 
meeting our Maker at worship. 

• Reading about our favorite stars is more 
important than reading about the One who 
created the stars in the sky. 

• We’re spending more time with our favorite 
team on the week-end, than with our Lord 
during the week. 

 
Just like the Olympic athlete, there is a driving 
force that pushes you, that makes it all worth it!  
It’s your Savior.  The life he lived for you.  The 
death he died for you.  The forgiveness he 
purchased for you.  The heaven he secured for you.  
That’s why we need to take coach Paul’s words to 
heart: “Run in such a way as to get the prize … do 
not run like someone running aimlessly … do not 
box like someone beating the air.” 
 
Remember, we’re going for the gold, everlasting 
gold, so stay focused!  Fix your eyes on Jesus.  Fight 
your sinful nature.  Fill your weekly training 
sessions with prayer, Scripture and worship.  Then 
we’ll be able to say right along with our coach Paul: 
“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, which the Lord 
will award to me on that day.” 


