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The Discipline of Christian Ministry 
 

1 Corinthians 9.24-27, Hebrew 12.1-12 

 

A sermon given at the opening chapel service those training for Presbyterian Ministry in Aotearoa 

New Zealand at the Knox Centre of Ministry and Leadership. 

 

Ours is a culture which is obsessed with finding metaphors for life; what it is all about, what its 

meaning is, how it is best and most fully to be lived. And the world of sports provides ample grist for 

the metaphorical mill. Google some combination of “sports”, “life” and “metaphor” and you’ll be 

overwhelmed with sites and quotations. “Sport is a metaphor for life”. “Sports teach lessons for life’s 

most difficult moments”, thereby “offering preparations for life.” Some even extend the claim beyond 

the metaphorical claiming that sports are not a metaphor for life, “sport is life.” The response of some 

to their team losing or the sacrifices of everything else in life some are prepared to make to pursue or 

follow their sport certainly seem to make this true for some.  

 

Paul certainly was not short on using sport and sporting contests as a metaphor for the Christian life 

and the calling to Christian ministry: the lectionary epistle reading this week 1 Cor 9.24-27, Heb 12.1-

13, Phil 3.12-14, 1 Tim 4.8, 2 Tim 2.5 and 4.7 all come quickly to mind. I must admit I have used the 

metaphors quite often myself and sometimes commented when I was a parish minister that I learned 

as much about how to do my role through my experience as a 1
st
 XV rugby coach as I did at 

theological college. As I moved my active sporting participation from rugby to distance running, and 

especially marathons, I have found it a field in which I have learned much about being a Christian in 

ministry. 

 

In 1 Cor 9 Paul picks up the image of both a runner in a race and boxer in the ring to understand some 

aspects of Christian ministry, and in Heb 12 the image of running a race is used for Christian 

discipleship. In reading the dynamics of these passages it is clear that the image being called upon is 

that of a marathon race, not a sprint race, something important to keep in mind as you sit here 

somewhere near the beginning of your Christian ministry. Come back to that. To “run with 

perseverance”, to “not grow weary and lose heart”, “strengthening your weak knees”, “pressing on”, 

“straining toward the goal”, going into “strict training” and “disciplining (‘beating’) my body” is all 

language that marathon runners can identify with only too readily (“no pain no gain” as the mantra we 

used to use put it).  

 

The focus in the Corinthians passage is on self discipline – exercising self control, punishing my 

body, so that I might finish the race well, last the distance of the fight. Now of course the Isthmian 

Games held in Corinth every two years were second only to the Olympic Games held in Athens, so 

Paul’s readers would have known all about the serious training and self discipline of these athletes. 

But there was also a good deal of low level entertainment involving fighting and other pseudo sports – 

just like we see a lot of today. So would know difference between say a professional boxer and 

someone who  boxes with no idea of what they really doing – image calls on in v27 aimlessly… 

beating the air. Again an image we well aware of today with celebrity fights. Paul says the Christian 

life and ministry is not like that, it is like the calling of a serious athlete, requires self control, 

discipline, punishing the body, bringing it into submission. And that follows on from the whole 

argument he been having with the Corinthians, who boasted of their “freedom” and “rights”. No says 

Paul the call of the gospel means that we must give up many of our rights and freedoms for the sake 

of that gospel and those for whom it is intended. 

 

This message, as may well imagine, was about as popular in Corinth then as it is in our western 

societies today. Our culture has told its own story as that of developing freedoms and emancipations, 

and any attempt to talk of discipline, self-denial or the abandonment of rights is seen as a return to the 

dark ages or Victorian times. As Craig Blomberg puts it these verses “fall on deaf ears in an age of 

hedonism, entertainment and leisure.” But what Paul is saying here as loudly and clearly as he can, as 
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is said consistently throughout the NT, the gospel will demand that you give up some of your rights 

and freedoms, even if this feels like going into hard athletic training.  

 

Paul’s Corinthian correspondence provides particularly significant insights into the nature of Christian 

ministry, because in it Paul shares many of his own struggles and challenges, often indeed with those 

in Corinth. Even in the first part of this chapter he describes the course he has run which includes its 

fair share of “congregational sharks.”  The work of an apostle is not easy, according to Paul, but in the 

face of adversity and controversy he has “run the race in such a way that he may win it”. And so he 

urges us all who share in the work of the gospel to run in such a way that you may win it. Do not 

flag or fail so that after proclaiming to others you yourself should not be disqualified.  

 

In one way this is a text that applies to all who are following Jesus as disciples, but in another sense it 

addresses in a concentrated way those called to Christian ministry in the narrower sense as you are. 

The office of ministry is not always an easy place to occupy, as you will discover if you have not 

already. The title, the stole, the role, is not always a comfortable fit. There will be times of struggle, of 

controversy and even of suffering for those in ministry. This is one manifestation of what Martin 

Luther called anfechtung, the trials, sufferings and temptations that are often a mark of service to 

Christ – some of those still today also provided by the congregational sharks, who may be lying in 

wait for you . For those of us called to leadership in the church, Paul offers this advice: like the 

marathon runner run on with perseverance; like the boxer fight on with courage; preach on, pray on, 

pastor on. Don’t give up; lift your drooping hands and strengthen your weak knees.  For me one 

of the saddest reflections is that so few of those I started out in training for ministry with, all full of 

such enthusiasm, at Theological College 37 years ago, are still left in the ministry, indeed many not in 

the church at all.  

 

I mentioned earlier about the analogy of the marathon race for Christian ministry and as I have 

reflected more and more on this are so many parallels. Just mention  a few.  

(1) First of all are the stages your go through in a marathon.  

 There is the buzz of the start, with often a crowd along the streets cheering and plenty of company 

to run with, stoked with adrenalin and friendly banter. Danger here is start off too fast in all the 

excitement, and if do disastrous as will soon burn out and just limp along or even drop out. Need 

to start out at a pace can sustain over the long haul. Sound advice for Christian ministry. Don’t try 

and change the world in the first few years. Means the discipline and self control, being able to 

pace yourself, of keeping much in reserve. 

 Then the next phase from about 10k to 30k – if have done all the disciplined training. The 

excitement of starting out gone, often running alone, and is just sheer repetitive work, some sense 

of monotony, just doing what needs to be done. Often no spectators around, the finish seems a 

long way off. And is an element of Christian ministry particularly in the middle stages  – just 

doing the basics, keeping up the disciplines and daily routines. 

 Then somewhere after 30k, comes a somewhat painful experience. To ‘hit the wall’ is the term. In 

NZs most popular marathon, Rotorua, large hill at this point. In last marathon I ran, Boston, the 

aptly named heartbreak hill. And have to just stick with it, manage and work through the pain, and 

if you do and have really prepared self well, eventually get through it, gain a second wind, the 

finish in sight, in your mind’s eye if not physically, and begin to fly. The crowd begins to appear 

again, as Hebrews puts it the great crowd of witnesses. 

 

I think the metaphor makes its own connection with the “race” of Christian ministry and leadership. 

Ministry and leadership is not about a short burst of glory, some spectacular star that shown brightly 

for a brief moment, and then burned up and disappeared. It is about a sustained commitment to finish 

the course, to faithfully carry out the tasks we have been called to, sometimes when it seems just plain 

monotonous drudgery, sometimes when you’ve ‘hit the wall’ and every step seems painful, when the 

end seems such a long way off. If we just live for the high of the adrenaline moments and the cheers 

of the crowd then we will never sustain longevity in ministry and reach the goal we dreamed of when 

we set off to the cheers of onlookers and well wishers. 
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Briefly draw two other analogies. 

(2) Obviously one is the need for disciplined training. Paul talks about strict training and disciplining 

the body so he will be able to finish the course. Training takes discipline, hard work, sometimes sheer 

drudgery and often painful. And some parts of these two years with the Knox Centre may seem like 

that! A comment I hear often in relation to entering Presbyterian ministry is, why do we need to do all 

this training, I just want to get out there and do it. In marathon running if you don’t build a solid 

foundation through disciplined hard training, keep taking short cuts, then at some point down the road 

you will be found out. The same is true in ministry.  

 

(3) The other is about staying focussed. Paul writes in Philippians about “this one thing I do”, 

Hebrews about keeping our focus on Jesus our pioneer, the one who leads the way. Preparing for a 

marathon takes a strong sense of focus, being willing to give up some other things in order to give 

time to this. It involves giving up late nights so you can get up early and put in the long runs, and 

giving up certain ‘pleasurable’ foods so your body can be in the best shape. And during the race one 

needs supreme concentration on the task at hand. Staying the course and being faithful in ministry 

means at times a single minded focus on “this one thing” I am called to and a willingness to give up 

other things I might find attractive. For some in ministry, rather than being able to say this with Paul, 

they would have to say “these many things I dabble in”. 

 

Why do we do all this. Paul says in order that you may win and receive not a perishable wreath but 

an imperishable one.  Apparently the victory wreath at the Isthmian Games was made of withered 

celery – pretty perishable. I have in a cabinet at home my medal for finishing the Boston marathon, 

alongside others – some for places, a couple even for winning. A bit longer lasting than a celery 

wreath but all will gather dust, tarnish and fade – till eventually no doubt they will end up at the 

rubbish dump when my children clean out my stuff. Paul is saying if athletes will discipline 

themselves to all this for the sake of a wreath that will eventually fade away, how much more should 

you for the eternal reward you will gain from serving Christ. What is that?  

 

Well Paul has in his sights nothing less than the renewal of all creation, the conquest and abolition of 

death itself, which is where he finishes this letter in its climax in chapt 15. This is the grand calling 

which we have as minsters of the gospel. Being participants in God’s mission of redeeming the whole 

of creation and becoming inheritors of that along with all those we win for it. It is so important that 

we grasp the magnitude and the glory of what we are called to, because it is this that energises us, 

keeps us going through the tough patches. While Christian ministry requires self discipline, hard 

work, giving up of some rights and freedoms, this is the great prize, the grand reward for sticking to it 

and remaining faithful to the end – not just eternal life for ourselves, not just the pleasure of seeing a 

few souls won for the gospel, but rather the everlasting joy of sharing as co-inheritors with Christ, our 

pioneer and perfecter, and all the others in that great cloud of witnesses, the wonder of God’s new 

creation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    


