August 9, 2008
Victory Everlasting Gospel Church
“Winning the Race”  
The entire civilized world will take a break from the pressing cares of this life in order to focus on the Olympic games in China. Each nation will be cheering on their athletes who will be competing for the gold medals. It is the coveted prize that so many have spent many years training for. There is silver for second place and bronze for third place. But the glory of the moment is only for that athlete, or that team of athletes that places first. We have in God’s Word a striking comparison as to what it means to win the race in the secular world, and in the spiritual as well.

Shall we first seek God’s guidance in this worship moment…?
1 Corinthians 9:24 “Know ye not that they which run in a race run all, but one receiveth the prize? So run, that ye may obtain.”
In the hope of impressing vividly upon the minds of the Corinthian believers the importance of firm self-control, strict temperance, and unflagging zeal in the service of Christ, Paul in his letter to them made a striking comparison between the Christian warfare and the celebrated foot races, held at stated intervals near Corinth. Of all the games instituted among the Greeks and the Romans, the foot races were the most ancient and the most highly esteemed. They were witnessed by kings, nobles, and statesmen. Young men of rank and wealth took part in them and shrank from no effort or discipline necessary to obtain the prize.  

The contests were governed by strict regulations, from which there was no appeal. Those who desired their names entered as competitors for the prize had first to undergo a severe preparatory training. 1 Corinthians 9:25 “And every man that striveth for the mastery is temperate in all things. Now they do it to obtain a corruptible crown; but we an incorruptible.” All right, let’s stop there. As the games were in Paul’s day, so it is in our day

Harmful indulgence of appetite, or any other gratification that would lower mental or physical vigor, was strictly forbidden. For one to have any hope of success in these trials of strength and speed, the muscles must be strong and supple, and the nerves well under control. Every movement must be certain, every step swift and unswerving; the physical powers must reach the highest mark.  

As the contestants in the race made their appearance before the waiting multitude, their names were heralded, and the rules of the race were distinctly stated. Then they all started together, the fixed attention of the spectators inspiring them with a determination to win. The judges were seated near the goal, that they might watch the race from its beginning to its close and give the prize to the true victor. If a man reached the goal first by taking an unlawful advantage, he was not awarded the prize.  

In these contests great risks were run. Some never recovered from the terrible physical strain. It was not unusual for men to fall on the course, bleeding at the mouth and nose, and sometimes a contestant would drop dead when about to seize the prize. But the possibility of lifelong injury or of death was not looked upon as too great a risk to run for the sake of the honor awarded the successful contestant.  

As the winner reached the goal, the applause of the vast multitude of onlookers rent the air and awoke the echoes of the surrounding hills and mountains. In full view of the spectators, the judge presented him with the emblems of victory--a laurel crown and a palm branch to carry in his right hand. His praise was sung throughout the land; his parents received their share of honor; and even the city in which he lived was held in high esteem for having produced so great an athlete.  

In referring to these races as a figure of the Christian warfare, Paul emphasized the preparation necessary to the success of the contestants in the race--the preliminary discipline, the abstemious diet, the necessity for temperance. "Every man that striveth for the mastery," he declared, "is temperate in all things." The runners put aside every indulgence that would tend to weaken the physical powers, and by severe and continuous discipline trained their muscles to strength and endurance, that when the day of the contest should arrive, they might put the heaviest tax upon their powers. 
How much more important that the Christian, whose eternal interests are at stake, bring appetite and passion under subjection to reason and the will of God! Never must he or she allow his or her attention to be diverted by amusements, luxuries, or ease. All the habits and passions must be brought under the strictest discipline. Reason, enlightened by the teachings of God's word and guided by His Spirit, must hold the reins of control.  

And after this has been done, the Christian must put forth the utmost exertion in order to gain the victory. In the Corinthian games the last few strides of the contestants in the race were made with agonizing effort to keep up undiminished speed. So the Christian, as he nears the goal, will press onward with even more zeal and determination than at the first of his course.  

Paul presents the contrast between the chaplet of fading laurel received by the victor in the foot races, and the crown of immortal glory that will be given to him who runs with triumph the Christian race. "They do it," he declares, "to obtain a corruptible crown; but we an incorruptible." To win a perishable prize, the Grecian runners spared themselves no toil or discipline. We are striving for a prize infinitely more valuable, even the crown of everlasting life. How much more careful should be our striving, how much more willing our sacrifice and self-denial!  

In the epistle to the Hebrews is pointed out the single-hearted purpose that should characterize the Christian's race for eternal life: Hebrews 12:1, 2 "Let us lay aside every weight, and the sin which doth so easily beset us, and let us run with patience the race that is set before us, looking unto Jesus the author and finisher of our faith." Envy, malice, evil thinking, evil-speaking, covetousness--these are weights that the Christian must lay aside if he or she would run successfully the race for immortality. Every habit or practice that leads into sin and brings dishonor upon Christ must be put away, whatever the sacrifice. The blessing of heaven cannot attend any person in violating the eternal principles of right. One sin cherished is sufficient to work degradation of character and to mislead others.  

I read this from the Spirit of Prophecy, Maranatha page 82 “One wrong trait of character, one sinful desire cherished, will eventually neutralize all the power of the gospel.... The pains of duty and the pleasures of sin are the cords with which Satan binds men in his snares. Those who would rather die than perform a wrong act are the only ones who will be found faithful.” 

In Mark 9:43 Jesus said, "And if thy hand offend thee, cut it off: it is better for thee to enter into life maimed, than having two hands to go into hell, …"  In verse 45 He goes on, “And if thy foot offend thee, cut it off: it is better for thee to enter halt into life, than having two feet to be cast into hell, …”

If to save the body from death, the foot or the hand should be cut off, or even the eye plucked out, how much more earnest should the Christian be to put away sin, which brings death to the soul!
The competitors in the ancient games, after they had submitted to self-denial and rigid discipline, were not even then sure of the victory. Looking again at Paul’s question in 1 Corinthians 9:24 "Know ye not that they which run in a race run all, but one receiveth the prize?" However eagerly and earnestly the runners might strive, the prize could be awarded to but one. One hand only could grasp the coveted garland. Some might put forth the utmost effort to obtain the prize, but as they reached forth the hand to secure it, another, an instant before them, might grasp the coveted treasure.  

Such is not the case in the Christian warfare. Not one who complies with the conditions will be disappointed at the end of the race. Can you say AMEN? Not one who is earnest and persevering will fail of success. The race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong. The weakest saint, as well as the strongest, may wear the crown of immortal glory. All may win who, through the power of divine grace, bring their lives into conformity to the will of Christ. The practice, in the details of life, of the principles laid down in God's word, is too often looked upon as unimportant--a matter too trivial to demand attention. But in view of the issue at stake, nothing is small that will help or hinder. Every act casts its weight into the scale that determines life's victory or defeat. And the reward given to those who win will be in proportion to the energy and earnestness with which they have striven.  

In 1 Corinthians 9:26 the apostle compared himself to a man running in a race, straining every nerve to win the prize. "I therefore so run," he says, "not as uncertainly; so fight I, not as one that beateth the air: but I keep under my body, and bring it into subjection: lest that by any means, when I have preached to others, I myself should be a castaway." 
That he might not run uncertainly or at random in the Christian race, Paul subjected himself to severe training. The words, "I keep under my body," literally means to beat back by severe discipline the desires, impulses, and passions.  

Paul feared lest, having preached to others, he himself should be a castaway. He realized that if he did not carry out in his life the principles he believed and preached, then his labors in behalf of others would avail him nothing. His conversation, his influence, his refusal to yield to self-gratification, must show that his religion was not a profession merely, but a daily, living connection with God. Philippians 3:9 tells us the one goal that Paul kept ever before him, and strove earnestly to reach, "the righteousness which is of God by faith."

Paul knew that his warfare against evil would not end so long as life should last. Always he realized the need of putting a strict guard upon himself, that earthly desires might not overcome spiritual zeal. With all his power he continued to strive against natural inclinations. Always he kept before him the ideal to be attained, and this ideal he made strenuous effort to reach by willing obedience to the law of God. His words, his practices, his passions--all were brought under the control of the Spirit of God.  
It was this single-hearted purpose to win the race for eternal life that Paul longed to see revealed in the lives of the Corinthian believers. He knew that in order to reach Christ's ideal for them, they had before them a life struggle from which there would be no release. He entreated them to strive lawfully, day by day seeking for piety and moral excellence. He pleaded with them to lay aside every weight and to press forward to the goal of perfection in Christ.  

In 1 Corinthians 10:12, Paul stated "Let him that thinketh he standeth take heed lest he fall." Should they become boastful and self-confident, neglecting to watch and pray, they would fall into grievous sin, calling down upon themselves the wrath of God. Yet Paul would not have them yield to despondency or discouragement. He gave them the assurance in verse 13, “There hath no temptation taken you but such as is common to man: but God is faithful, who will not suffer you to be tempted above that ye are able; but will with the temptation also make a way of escape, that ye may be able to bear it."  

Paul urged his brethren to ask themselves what influence their words and deeds would have upon others and to do nothing, however innocent in itself, that would seem to sanction idolatry or offend the scruples of those who might be weak in the faith. In verses 31, 32 Paul said, "Whether therefore ye eat, or drink, or whatsoever ye do, do all to the glory of God. Give none offense, neither to the Jews, nor to the Gentiles, nor to the church of God." 
Don’t miss the meaning hidden in these words of Paul, “…or whatsoever ye do, do all to the glory of God.” This is calling for a strict accounting of our time. Here is where most Seventh-day Adventists are failing in the race to obtain the prize.  “…or whatsoever ye do, do all to the glory of God.” When a follower of Jesus turns on the TV, to watch network programming, they turn off Jesus. They have paused in the race. They are choosing to have a weak experience and wonder why their prayers seem to go no higher than the ceiling. Satan will never fail to have more and more exciting programming to attack your senses with the goal of causing you to find his offering much more satisfying than the study of God’s Word. When Jesus pronounces those words, “I never knew you,” it will not be for a lack of provision for your salvation made by Him, rather it will be because you chose to dine at Lucifer’s table.
The apostle's words of warning to the Corinthian church are applicable to all time and are especially adapted to our day. By idolatry he meant not only the worship of idols, but self-serving, love of ease, the gratification of appetite and passion. A mere profession of faith in Christ, a boastful knowledge of the truth, does not make a person a Christian. A religion that seeks only to gratify the eye, the ear, and the taste, or that sanctions self-indulgence, is not the religion of Christ.  

My brothers and sisters, we are in a race for our eternal lives. This is serious business for when we draw our final breath and our probation closes, our record stands in the Most Holy place to determine our fitness for heaven. We in the Seventh-day Adventist church do not have either the time or the heavenly authorization to get caught up in criticism and fault finding and gossip. If you can not say words that uplifts and encourages another, better to say nothing. There are plenty of those outside this church who reject the Biblical doctrines that we hold so dear. But we here inside this church who are like minded, we need to love and encourage each other for the race is almost over and the prize will be worth what ever we must suffer in the cause of Christ.   

By a comparison of the church with the human body, Paul aptly illustrated the close and harmonious relationship that should exist among all members of the church of Christ. In 1 Corinthians 12:13-21 he wrote,"For by one Spirit, are we all baptized into one body, whether we be Jews or Gentiles, whether we be bond or free; and have been all made to drink into one Spirit. For the body is not one member, but many. If the foot shall say, Because I am not the hand, I am not of the body; is it therefore not of the body? And if the ear shall say, because I am not the eye, I am not of the body; is it therefore not of the body? If the whole body were an eye, where were the hearing? If the whole were hearing, where were the smelling? But now hath God set the members every one of them in the body, as it hath pleased Him. And if they were all one member, where were the body? But now are they many members, yet but one body. And the eye cannot say unto the hand, I have no need of thee: nor again the head to the feet, I have no need of you.” Verses 24-27 starting at, “…God hath tempered the body together, having given more abundant honor to that part which lacked: that there should be no schism in the body; but that the members should have the same care one for another. And whether one member suffer, all the members suffer with it; or one member be honored, all the members rejoice with it. Now ye are the body of Christ, and members in particular."  

When Paul said, “… that there should be no schism in the body;” he means that there be no division in the church. You cannot be in Christ if you have any ill feelings toward a brother or sister in the church. To harbor such could cause division by your speaking in an unkind way to another member about such a person. If your words do not uplift or edify another brother or sister, than the only safe thing to do is to say nothing, and approach the throne of grace for forgiveness.
Going on, in words which from that day to this have been to men and women a source of inspiration and encouragement, Paul set forth the importance of that love which should be cherished by the followers of Christ in 1 Corinthians 13:1-3. The word charity means love, so let us read together, substituting the word love for charity, "Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, and have not love, I am become as sounding brass, or a tinkling cymbal. And though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries, and all knowledge; and though I have all faith, so that I could remove mountains, and have not love, I am nothing. And though I bestow all my goods to feed the poor, and though I give my body to be burned, and have not love, it profiteth me nothing." 
You know brothers and sisters, no matter how high the profession, the person whose heart is not filled with love for God and his fellow men is not a true disciple of Christ. Though they should possess great faith and have power even to work miracles, yet without love their faith would be worthless. He or she might display great liberality with large sums of money; but should he or she, from some other motive than genuine love, bestow all their goods to feed the poor, the act would not commend them to the favor of God. In their zeal they might even meet a martyr's death, yet if not actuated by love, they would be regarded by God as a deluded enthusiast or an ambitious hypocrite. 
     Verse 4, "Love suffereth long, and is kind; love envieth not; love vaunteth not itself, is not puffed up." The purest joy springs from the deepest humiliation. The strongest and noblest characters are built on the foundation of patience, love, and submission to God's will.  
In closing I read this from the Spirit of Prophecy, AA 431 “All who in that evil day would fearlessly serve God according to the dictates of conscience, will need courage, firmness, and a knowledge of God and His word; for those who are true to God will be persecuted, their motives will be impugned, their best efforts misinterpreted, and their names cast out as evil. Satan will work with all his deceptive power to influence the heart and becloud the understanding, to make evil appear good, and good evil. The stronger and purer the faith of God's people, and the firmer their determination to obey Him, the more fiercely will Satan strive to stir up against them the rage of those who, while claiming to be righteous, trample upon the law of God. It will require the firmest trust, the most heroic purpose, to hold fast the faith once delivered to the saints.” 
Listen, whoever has your thoughts, has you. How will you finish the race?

Shall we pray…
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