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S cripture:  I sa iah 40:26–31;  Romans 12:1–8;  1  Cor inthians  9 :19–27; 
Hebrews 12:1–2 

B ased on:  “ Whatever  Happened to  Play ” and “Are  Spor ts  the Problem?,” 
C h r i s t i a n i t y  To d a y,  Februar y  2010

Why winning really isn’t everything.

Redeeming 
Sports

A mericans are consuming 
sports on an unprecedented 
scale,” Shirl James Hoffman 
notes in the article “Whatever 

Happened to Play?” “The ancient Romans, 
long considered the gold standard for how 
sports-crazed a culture could be, were dilettantes 
compared to the sports fans of this century.” 

Evangelical presence pervades the sports world, in everything 
from team chaplains to post-game prayers. But do we give this 
massive part of modern life the philosophical and theological 
attention it deserves? And what happens if we don’t?

B i b l e  S t u d y
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Part 1 Identify the Current Issue
N o t e  t o  l e a d e r :  Pr o v i d e  e a c h  p e r s o n  w i t h  “ W h a t e v e r  H a p p e n e d  t o  P l a y ” 
a n d  “A r e  S p o r t s  t h e  Pr o b l e m ? ”  f r o m  C h r i s t i a n i t y  To d a y ,  i n c l u d e d  a t  t h e 
e n d  o f  t h i s  s t u d y.

We live in a sports-crazed culture. Whether donning our teams’ colors, poring over sports 
sections, or—in an extreme case—dropping the ashes of a relative on a professional 
football field, we take athletic endeavors seriously indeed. In the article “Whatever 
Happened to Play,” Shirl James Hoffman notes, “But [all] are rooted in the same passion 
that drives spectators to paint their faces with team colors, wear bizarre hats, and engage 
in the collective delirium that one philosopher has called ‘too close to the religious to call 
it anything else.’” And this sports fanaticism includes Christians, too. We have overcome 
our initial skepticism about sports and have jumped in with both feet. Christians have a 
growing and visible presence in sports. 

But Hoffman suggests that too often we do our sports ministries pragmatically and 
not theologically. Because we don’t know what sports are for, we are unable to redeem 
sporting culture and reap the spiritual benefits that it can provide.

Discussion Starters:
[Q] How important are sports in your life, judging by the time you spend attending, 
talking about, and spending money on them? 

• Do you think this is healthy? Why or why not?

[Q] We seem to idolize our athletic heroes more than ever. Why might this be?

[Q] How have college and professional sports changed both for the better and the 
worse since you’ve been watching them?

[Q] What positive messages do we get from sports? 

[Q] What negative messages do we get?

Part 2 Discover the Eternal Principles
Teaching Point One: Every legitimate area of human life, including 
sports, can be redeemed for God’s glory.
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Hoffman says that too often sports are an excuse for self-absorption rather than self-denial 
and self-aggrandizement rather than self-giving. “Further, while honesty, sympathy, and 
generosity are the idealized derivatives of a life lived with God, recent data reveal that 
immersion in a culture devoted to proving one’s superiority squelches rather than reinforces 
these virtues.” 

We have seen the downward trend in sports, with excessive, individualized celebrations of 
accomplishment, the attempt to physically dominate and intimidate the opposition, and the 
craving for victory over others at any cost, even if this means cutting corners on the rules or 
taking banned substances. Yet God’s Word has principles that apply in the hyper-competitive 
world of sports.

Read Romans 12:1–8.

[Q] Sports culture is corrupt at points, which makes Paul’s commands in verse 2a—“Do 
not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing 
of your mind”—especially applicable. Christians involved in sports are not to conform, but 
to transform. What areas of sports culture ought we to reject? 

• How do we renew our mind in regard to sports?

[Q] As we are transformed, Paul says, God will lead us into “his good, pleasing and 
perfect will” (v. 2b). How might this promise apply to our sports ministries?

[Q] We are not to think more highly of ourselves than we ought but rather are to take 
sober stock of our gifts, which come from God (vv. 3–8). While this section applies 
primarily to church contexts, what attitudes do you see that apply in our athletic 
endeavors? Are there ways to encourage these godly attitudes on the playing field and in 
the locker room? In the stands? 

Teaching Point Two: Every legitimate area of human life, including 
sports, can be a platform for ministry if we are willing to work at it.

“If indeed sport is marching toward Gomorrah,” Hoffman states, “it seems to have escaped 
the attention of large portions of the evangelical community, which continue to bask in the 
reflected glory of Christian athletes. Much evangelical commentary glorifies athletes and 
sports, but becomes timid in situations that warrant indictment. Rarely does the evangelical 
press ask touchy questions about tensions between the moral culture of Christianity and that 
of big-time sports. The silence is deafening.” 

Yet a failure to do sports well does not mean that we shouldn’t do them at all. Hoffman 
calls for a critical evangelical engagement with the sports culture so that we can transform 
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it and benefit from it. Paul knew something about engaging other cultures for the sake 
of the gospel. Missiologists call this process contextualization—putting the message in 
the garb of the people you are trying to reach. This involves taking what is good from the 
host culture—the context—and using it to accurately communicate the gospel without 
distortion. Humility is seldom prized in sports, but that’s just what we need for this kind 
of ministry.

Read 1 Corinthians 9:19–27.

Sports are often used as vehicles for people to get what they want: money, fame, or sex, 
among other things. Paul’s attitude was not to see how much he could get, however, 
but how much he could give. His goal was not personal victory, but the good of others: 
“I make myself a slave to everyone,” he told the Corinthian believers, “to win as many 
as possible” (v. 19). Victory for Paul could be measured in lives saved and relationships 
established.

[Q] How does modern sports culture undercut this kind of emphasis, and how might 
it be transformed to support it?

[Q] Paul lists some ways he has contextualized the gospel, among both Jews and 
pagans (vv. 20–22). What might be some dangers Paul faced in presenting the gospel 
this way? 

• What are some dangers of communicating in a sports context? How, 
according to Hoffman, are we tempted to compromise? 

• What are some ways we can faithfully use sports to share the gospel?

[Q] Paul uses an athletic metaphor to describe his commitment to the gospel (vv. 
24–27). What can Christians learn from athletic pursuits? Why and how are sports 
applicable to the Christian life and to gospel-focused ministry? 

Teaching Point Three: The Christian life is a race that demands our 
perseverance as we follow Jesus.

“Professional sports testify to an excess of money, success, and competitive zeal,” 
Hoffman says. That excess points to a dearth in another area—a focus on God. Much of 
professional sports, and of the college and youth arenas that imitate them, causes athletes 
to focus on the self. Hoffman further says, “If evangelical ethicist R. E. O. White is right 
to assert that self-absorption is behind all wrong social relationships and, for this reason, 
self-denial is the first ethical condition of discipleship, then elite athletes immersed in the 
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self-consumed atmosphere of sports, where self-denial is a recipe for competitive disaster, 
face a fundamental problem.” So how do we take the focus off ourselves and put it onto 
Christ?

Read Hebrews 12:1–2.

[Q] Having finished describing the so called “hall of faith” in Hebrews 11, the writer 
of this epistle paints a picture of the Christian life as a race in a stadium packed 
with cheering fans—those who have run before us (v. 1a). How might your spiritual 
journey be different if you knew that other saints of the past were cheering you on?

[Q] The writer encourages us to strip away all that “hinders” and “entangles” us (v. 
1b). What slows down your “race”? 

[Q] Then we are told to “run with perseverance” and that we each have a particular 
“race marked out for us.” How do analogies from the world of sport help us here?

[Q] We are to “fix our eyes on Jesus” (v. 2). What kind of race did he run? In what 
ways does his victory differ from conventional notions of winning and losing?

Teaching Point Four: Sports can give us a vision of life with God, in 
this world and the next.

We often see sport as a means to a worldly end. Sports are so concrete, so physical, that 
we miss the way they affect the way we think and view this world, and how they prepare 
us for the next. We often fail to see the “possibility that sport, properly organized and 
played, can inspire rather than challenge the Christian imagination,” Hoffman writes. 
In other words, what is the aim of the Christian life, and how can sports help us see it? 
Read Isaiah 40:26–31.

[Q] In the view of such majesty, what ought we to be boasting in? How does this 
perspective help in the sporting life?

[Q] When we feel small and forgotten (v. 27), we do well to remember God’s great 
strength and wisdom (v. 28). How does that perspective help with what you are 
struggling with right now?

[Q] God shares his strength with his weak children (v. 29). Why must we be weak to 
receive his strength? 

• How is this antithetical to the sports culture?
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[Q] Good promises to overcome our weakness (v. 30) and renew our strength (v. 31). 
We will “soar on wings like eagles”; we will “run and not grow weary.” Intimacy and life 
with this powerful God are pictured in athletic terms, as physical limitations are removed. 
How do sports prepare us to enjoy life with God? 

Part 3 Apply Your Findings
While the ancient Greeks understood the essentially religious nature of sports, evangelicals have 
been late in getting in the game. First we saw athletic endeavors as unserious and unworthy of 
our time. Then we changed our minds, but instead of transforming them for the glory of God, 
we allowed them to transform us. This is because we little understood the power of play and 
became subverted by it.

Shirl James Hoffman says we need to recapture the essence of play so that we can apply its 
lessons and prepare ourselves for that perfect harmony of mind and body that awaits us in the 
new creation. We need to see sports in the meantime as an activity that can be redeemed for 
God’s glory, as a legitimate platform for ministry, as a model for the good Christian life, and as 
preparation for life with God.

While much of our culture has also been subverted by the excitement of sports, it is missing 
something deeper and more profound—joy—which points us to the great God who created us 
with the ability to strive, to improve, and, simply, to play. “If sport played by Christians is to 
have a distinctive slant—especially sport sponsored by Christian institutions—it won’t simply be 
sport done well, or played without egregious violations of the sporting code,” Hoffman says. “It 
will be sport creatively structured and specifically crafted to express the joy of the faith.”

Action Point: Have each member draw up a l ist  of  hindrances and 
entanglements in his  or her Christian l ife.  In a confidential  session,  have 
your group pray for the removal of  these things,  then follow up at the next 
meeting to see how it  is  going.

Optional Activity: As a group, choose a spor ting activity—softball,  chess, 
or  whatever— and do it  together for the glor y of  God.  

		  — Stan Guthrie is author of the forthcoming All That Jesus Asks: How His 		
	     	     Questions Can Teach and Transform Us (Baker). A CT editor at large, he 		
		       writes a column for BreakPoint.org and blogs at stanguthrie.com. 
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Recommended Resources
¿ Check out the following Bible studies at: ChristianBibleStudies.com
		

¿ Finding God in Sports This discussion guide will help you look at the point 
behind sports in God’s economy. How are serious sports meant to reflect 
discipleship, community, and even Sabbath? 

¿ Resisting the Mob Mentality This study looks at the mysterious phenomenon of 
crowd behavior. What makes us act in a crowd in ways we wouldn’t individually? 
How can we find the strength to go against the grain when we need to? And when 
can crowd behavior be a positive thing?

¿ Remember the Titans Family Discussion Guide Sports can build character 
and teach us life lessons. This is the case with the true story portrayed in the film 
Remember the Titans. In 1971 an Alexandria, Virginia, high school football team 
finds that their most intimidating opponent is themselves as they struggle with 
racial integration. This discussion guide will help your family discuss the themes of 
courage, leadership, and racial unity found in this movie. 

8 Chariots of Fire (Warner Home Video, 1981). The story of British athlete Eric Liddell, 
who said, “When I run, I feel God’s pleasure.”

¿ Missionary Athletes International seeks to spread the gospel through soccer “as a 
resource to the body of Christ.” See http://www.maisoccer.com/main/.

¿ Athletes in Action is a global ministry using professional and college sports to spread 
the gospel. See http://www.athletesinaction.org/.

¨ Eric Liddell, Men and Women of Faith Series, by Catherine Swift (Bethany House, 
1990). Eric Liddell, hero of the film Chariots of Fire, risked becoming a national disgrace 
at the 1924 Paris Olympics when he refused to run on a Sunday. 

¨ The Blind Side: Evolution of a Game, by Michael Lewis (W.W. Norton, 2007). “One 
day Michael Oher will be among the most highly paid athletes in the National Football 
League. When we first meet him, he is one of 13 children by a mother addicted to crack; 
he does not know his real name, his father, his birthday, or how to read or write. He takes 
up football, and school, after a rich, white, evangelical family plucks him from the streets.” 
A fascinating look at football and ministry.

www.christianbiblestudies.com
www.christianbiblestudies.com
http://biblestudies.stores.yahoo.net/figodinsp.html
http://biblestudies.stores.yahoo.net/remobme.html
http://biblestudies.stores.yahoo.net/retifave.html
http://www.maisoccer.com/main/
http://www.athletesinaction.org/
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We Thee Wed
Christianity Today’s August cover story, 

“The Case for Early Marriage,” much 

impressed me. My husband and I com-

menced a life of hardship at ages 20 and 

18, respectively. We married because we 

felt we were supposed to, and stayed 

together for the same reason. Family 

and friends believed our marriage was 

doomed. 

Eight years later, I can see that all of 

our troubles were rooted in the curse 

words of marriage: opinions, preferences, 

and rights. If we train our children to lay 

these things down and devote them-

selves to showing their spouses the love 

of Christ, early marriage won’t be so 

controversial. 

A������� M��������

Rome, Ohio

Mark Regnerus does a great job of 

describing what’s going on in Christian 

culture. But his solution—“weddings all 

around, except for the leftover Christian 

women”—doesn’t correspond to the prob-

lem. This is because he fails to address the 

spiritual aspect of unchastity. Marriage 

may make sex okay, but it does not make 

a spiritual posture of disobedience okay. 

That’s why I found his dismissal, “It 

is unreasonable to expect [young Chris-

tians] to refrain from sex,” so discourag-

ing. In fact, our reasonable act of worship 

goes far beyond abstinence. We can’t 

strengthen marriage until we encour-

age each other with the fact that we can 

resist any temptation. But who is telling 

unmarried Christians that it’s not too 

hard to be a virgin indefinitely? By exten-

sion, who is telling them that a lifelong, 

faithful marriage is possible? And who 

is telling them that Christ trumps every 

other need in their lives? Sadly, no one in 

this cover package does. 

S���� W�������� 

�� Contributing Editor

Durham, North Carolina

Regnerus nailed the problem as articu-

lately as anyone I’ve read. But outside 

of comments like, “Generosity . . . and 

godliness live on far longer than do high 

testosterone and estrogen levels,” he 

provided few answers. My proposal: 

Instead of segregating youth ministries 

from adult ministries, why not encourage 

adult/youth discipleship? Train the older 

men to guide the younger into biblical 

manhood (Titus 2:2, 6), and to look for-

ward to their responsibilities as husbands 

and fathers.

D��� K���

E-mail

Regnerus writes, “[W]hen people wait 

until their mid- to late-20s to marry, it is 

unreasonable to expect them to refrain 

from sex. It’s battling our Creator’s 

reproductive designs.” Has fornication 

stopped being a sin? Pop culture has so 

fanned the flames of our national libido 

that sex is now on par with air to breathe 

as being an undeniable human need. I 

reject this utterly, as any Christian should. 

As to “battling our Creator’s reproduc-

tive designs,” I can’t imagine giving this 

counsel to Joseph when he was tempted 

by Potiphar’s wife. God often has impor-

tant purposes for his followers that may 

well run against “reproductive designs.” 

D����� D�����

Minneola, Florida

Easing Praise Tension
I much enjoyed Brad Harper and 

Paul Louis Metzger’s “Here We Are 

to Worship” [August]. The tragedy of 

the worship wars is that neither set of 

tastes precludes the other. The authors 

characterize traditional hymns as retell-

ings of salvation’s story and praise music 

as intending to transport the soul. Yet 

both theological record and personal 

transformation are important aspects 

of worship. The question regarding any 

worship music is not, “What form does 

this represent?” but rather, “Does this 

honor God?”

If the answer is yes, shouldn’t we, 

young or old, accept with humility 

all expressions of God’s saving work, 

whether played on an organ or a guitar? 

P���� B����

Abilene, Texas

If we train our children to lay down the curse 

words of marriage—opinions, preferences, and 

rights—early marriage won’t be so controversial.

Adrienne Michelson

Rome, Ohio
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he game of “What Makes Us Human?”—or what made us human at some point in our long evolutionary history, so the story goes—continues to provide entertainment. Richard Wrang-ham’s Catching Fire: How Cooking Made Us Human, published earlier this year, must have gladdened many a kitchen. But whatever else we are—forked radishes, sing-ing Neanderthals, political animals, and so on—we are also predictioneers, all of us, in a way that distinguishes us from our fellow creatures. (Prediction + engineer = predic-tioneer.) Like chess players, we look ahead, 

weighing alternative possibilities. By antici-pating what might be, we hope—within our modest sphere of influence—to shape what is. Bruce Bueno de Mesquita—let that name roll off your tongue a couple of times—differs from most of us in that he makes his living doing what humans typically do in a less systematic fashion. He invites us into his workshop in The Predictioneer’s Game: Using the Logic of Brazen Self-Interest to See and Shape the Future(Random House) ★★★★★.As the cheesy subtitle 

suggests (we are brazenly self-interested, you see, and we had better get used to it), parts of Bueno de Mesquita’s brilliant mind are still controlled by his high-school self. If you simply can’t endure another juvenile takedown of Mother Teresa, you should probably skip this book. But if you persist, you’ll get your money’s worth and more from these pages. In fact, I predict that if you do read this book, you’ll be thinking about it for weeks afterward, reminded of it every time you read the newspaper or the headlines on the Web.
Like John Nash, the Nobel Prize–winning mathematician whose life was the subject of the book A Beautiful Mind and the film taking off from it, Bueno de Mesquita is a game theorist: he works with models of complex human interactions, models that assume self-interested behavior (“rational choice”) by all parties. But he differs from Nash in that he’s primarily engaged in applying the theory to negotiations or potential negotiations in many settings, ranging from political conflicts to corporate mergers and litigation. (To intro-duce and demystify the strategic thinking at the heart of game theory, he spends the entire first chapter telling us how to get the best pos-sible deal when buying a new car.) Whatever the nature of the problem at hand, Bueno de Mesquita and his associates conduct extensive interviews with expert observers, identifying the parties with a sig-nificant stake in the outcome and clarifying what they say they want, what their prefer-ences are (how they would rank various possible outcomes), and who among the players might be particularly influential in the negotiation process. The infor-mation thus gathered is fed into a mathematical model that he has refined over the years, and based on the results, he will advise his clients (the cia, various other gov-ernment bodies, corporate boards) how to proceed.

Pondering Our Next MoveDo even Christians operate from ‘brazen self-interest’ in 
interacting with others and with God? By John Wilson
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