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 A Living Example
(display slide of the opening Olympic ceremony) 
I don’t know about you, but I for one am sad to see the Vancouver Olympics come to an end this evening.  What few events I’ve been able to watch, I’ve thoroughly enjoyed.  They’ve been impressive, awe-inspiring, and exhilarating.  
(Display slide of figure skaters)

As I watched the athletes perform, I’ve been awe-struck by their ability to accomplish what at times appeared impossible, performing their skill with what seemed to be ease.  It doesn’t matter whether it was figure skating, ski aerobatics, down hill skiing, Bobsled, hockey or snow boarding.  It was all impressive.  
(Display slide of a downhill skiier)

What most impressed me is the athletes’ tremendous drive and passion to win - to be the best in the world.  Every athlete who came to Vancouver earned the right to compete with the best the world had to offer.  But only a very few got to step up on the podium to receive a gold, silver or bronze medal.  Yet all trained for years just to have the chance to compete.  

(Display slide of a man on a sled)
When you think about it, that’s dedication par excellence.  That’s passion.  Particularly when you think that in some instances, what separates those who receive gold and those who win bronze is measured in a hundredth of a second.  Think about it.  Training for years so you can win or lose in less time than it takes to blink your eye.  To me that’s unimaginable!  
(Display slide of a Lindsay Von and her gold)
Often what motivates these athletes is seeing at an early age the image of their sports heroes winning an Olympic medal.  Being impressionable, they imprint that image indelibly on their minds, dreaming of the day when they win their own medal.  They aspire to become as great as or greater than their sports heroes.  These Olympian champions become living examples to the generations who follow them.
(Display metaphor slide) 
Well, in today’s text the Apostle Paul sounds like a coach addressing athletes before they compete.  He encourages them to “run toward the goal in order to win the prize.”  The prize, of course, is to respond to “God’s call through Christ Jesus.”  Paul challenges the Philippians to be spiritually fit, ready to embrace the test that awaits them.  He empowers them with the thought that their purpose is greater than self glory.  They’re a part of a team.
Paul then goes on to describe two kinds of people.  The first tends to keep their focus on today and what today has to offer them.  As he phrases it,” they seek to please themselves rather than God.”  In other words they have no discipline, no self restraint.  They live for the moment.  They have no greater purpose or higher calling than pleasing themselves.  They see no grand design for their existence. They’re content living from one day to the next with their eyes fixed on the things of this world. 

The second kind of people, however, sense a grand design to their lives, a higher calling that drives them.  They feel empowered by something more significant than living for the moment.  As participants in God’s plan they seek to discipline and guide their lives following the best they know.  They live as Olympians, reaching for the gold.  Why?  Because they recognize they are more than citizens of this world.  They are also citizens of heaven.  

As we reflect on Paul’s words, we realize at least two characteristics that make for both a spiritual and an Olympic champion.  So let’s identify these two characteristics and see what they have to teach us about being champions for Christ.  

(Display the slide of with two images on it of airborne skiers) 

The first characteristic every Olympian champion has is a vision for what they want to achieve.   You don’t become a champion without a clear vision.  Years before any athlete arrives at the games, they’ve indelible planted in their minds an image of being the best they can be.  This vision is the fuel that drives their passion, the well that quenches their thirst for victory.  
Many know even before they arrive at the games they have no chance of being a contender for a medal.  But they compete because they know they’ve given their all to be the best they can be. 
And it’s no different for being a spiritual champion.  If we’re to become a champion for Christ, we need to have a clear vision for what we want to achieve.  Without such a vision, over time we lose our passion for serving Jesus.  Without such a vision we eventually lose our thirst for ministry.  Having a clear vision for what we want to achieve becomes the well from which we drink when feeling tired, frustrated, and thinking of quitting.   

(Display slide of Jesus written in the sand)

So what’s the vision for a spiritual champion?  To reflect the image of Jesus in all we do.  And to do that we must love Jesus with all our heart, soul, strength and mind.  
The vision of every fully devoted disciple is to become like Jesus.  Not that we walk on water, turn water into wine, raise the dead, or heal the sick with a spoken word or the touch of our hand.  That’s not what I mean.

What I mean is, our thoughts, speech, actions, and overall demeanor is to mirror Jesus.  As spiritual champions, others should be able to distinguish us from those who don’t know Jesus.  They should be able to see in us something different, something that sparks their awareness and makes them question what we have that they don’t.  Without being able to identify it, they should be able to see in us the presence of God’s Holy Spirit.
In his Second Letter to the Corinthians, the Apostle Paul reminds his readers, “As the Spirit of the Lord works within us, we become more and more like Jesus and reflect His glory.”  (II Cor. 3:18).  

To become a spiritual champion is to own the vision of becoming more like Jesus.  There is no greater prize for a fully devoted disciple than having others see Jesus in us.  
So, when others look at you, do they see Jesus in you?  Do they see in you traits that mirror the attitude and character of Christ?   Is there something about you that causes them to pause and question what’s different about you?  Something that distinguishes you from others they know?
If you’re doubtful how to answer such questions, I challenge you to re-examine what fuels your life.  If your vision isn’t to be more like Christ, what guides and directs what you do and how you live?  It’s something to think about.
(Display slide of Apolo Ohno )

A second characteristic every Olympian champion possesses is commitment.   Without exception every Olympian champion is committed to the rigors and discipline of training.  It requires a mental, physical and emotional determination that is unwavering.  Though training is both demanding and grueling, it’s the price every champion pays for victory.

Did you know that on the average, an athlete who competes in the Olympics trains at least 4 hours a day, 310 days a year, for 6 years. That translates into more than 7,000 training hours for an event that may last less than 60 seconds, and where the winning edge may be the difference of 100th of a second.  Now that’s commitment.  

And the same is true for being a spiritual champion.  It’s impossible to become a fully devoted disciple if you’re unwilling to commit to the rigors of spiritual training.  Admittedly, such training is not always fun, and it’s certainly not easy.  Jesus never implied it would be.  Sometimes the most difficult part of the training is getting started each day.

(Display the slide of Mark Spitz swimming) 

Shortly after his legendary performance at the 1972 Olympics, a reporter asked Mark Spitz what he found most difficult about daily practice.  He answered, “getting into the water.”  

Now why would he say that?  Surely the demands of the swimming routines he practiced day in and day out for years must have been more grueling.  Sure it was.  But for Mark the most difficult part of his daily training was getting started.
(Display metaphor slide)
And isn’t that how it is with us as we train to be spiritually fit?  We need to read and study the Bible routinely, pray at regular intervals, employ our spiritual gifts in ministry, regularly attending worship, and give to God a tithe of what He has entrusted to us.  These are basic disciplines for anyone having the desire to be spiritual fit. It’s impossible to become a fully devoted disciple without acquiring these spiritual habits.

But knowing these disciplines is different than routinely practicing them, isn’t it?  Sure it is.  Sometimes the hardest part of our spiritual training is getting started each day.  

Frequently there are times we’d rather be doing something else, like cycling, playing golf, watching TV, or boating. There are days we just don’t feel like reading the Bible or praying.  And there are endless ways we can think of spending the money God has entrusted to us rather than giving a tithe and managing our resources in ways that serve Him.  Every spiritual champion struggles with these temptations.  

But as any Olympian champion will tell you, there are no short cuts to victory.  There are no abbreviated, reduced or simple ways to become a champion other than to engage in the rigor of daily discipline and training.  And that takes commitment and passion.

And so it is for spiritual champions.  Spiritual champions commit themselves to the discipline of spiritual habits because they possess a passion to become more like Jesus.  They don’t plan their days by what they feel.  Instead, they develop the discipline to stay the course even when they don’t feel like it. 

So what about you?  Do you have what it takes to be a champion for Christ?  Do you have the vision and passion to be a fully devoted disciple?  Are you committed to the discipline of practicing spiritual habits that will strengthen and nurture your faith?  

No one begins by being a champion.  Don’t sell yourself or God short by convincing yourself you could never be a spiritual champion.  Trust in God and believe in yourself, and then give your all to become the fully devoted disciple Jesus has called you to be.  
AMEN
