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Sports Ministry Reflection 
By Mark Read 
 
 
Sports Ministry is a way to celebrate and praise God by playing sport and building 
relationships with people and communities. Acts calls us to ‘be witnesses in 
Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the Earth’. We must have 
relationship with communities to make this witness effective. Sport is a natural way to 
build relationships, find connections and help people and communities enjoy healthy 
lives in body, mind and soul. 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The Salvation Army International Headquarters is keen to stimulate thinking and 
action for Sport Ministry. The variety and diversity of Sports Ministries around the 
Salvation Army world is a great asset and contribution to God’s mission in the world. 
This resource aims to inspire and encourage you to get involved in sport ministry 
where you are. 

 
In facilitating a deeper understanding of Sports Ministry, this resource can: 
 

1. help create new ministries within a programme 
2. help develop existing ministries to focus and strengthen their 

engagement 
3. help review the impact of established programmes  

 
These objectives are accomplished through a process of theological and critical 
reflection. This is not a ‘How to…’ manual. Instead, this is a ‘What if…’ book. What if 
we re-imagined ministry to capture our church’s latent energy, explore its creativity 
and demonstrate its vibrancy?  
 
It is always important to ask the question: Why do we do what we do? Our motivation 
and rationale must be rooted in the intentions that God gives us vision of through 
Scripture. It is very easy to begin and continue a ministry with the best intentions, but 
losing sight of why we began it will ultimately undermine those intentions. 
 
To help us drill down into what Sports Ministry is and what it could look like, we will 
use the faith-based facilitation cycle. This will allow us to identify what issues 
surround Sports Ministry, analyse, reflect on and evaluate them and ultimately 
decide and plan a general approach to Sports Ministry. 
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Through completing the Faith-Based Facilitation process, the objectives identified 
above can be achieved.  Discussion and reflection will draw out the significant 
features of this multifaceted ministry and consequently those involved should gain a 
deeper understanding of this vibrant and exciting avenue of building relationships 
helping people and communities enjoy healthy lives in body, mind and soul. 
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ISSUE 
 
Ministry is a demonstration of our Christianity. Jesus provided the pattern for 
Christian ministry – he came to serve, not to be served. The Church has a great 
history of ministry in various forms. It begins in Acts. The early Church begins a 
ministry modelled on Jesus’ life. In the beginning chapters Paul is healing and 
teaching: Paul and the apostles are engaged in ministry. In Paul’s second letter to 
the Corinthians he describes this ministry ‘as though God were making his appeal 
through us’ (5:20). 
 
Ministry is powerful. The word ministry shares its origin with the word service and the 
two have always been closely linked. Thank God that it is impossible for a Christian 
community to undertake any service without making it a ministry, our faith and love 
shine through our actions. Christian communities engage in elements of ministry on a 
spectrum between the spiritual and the physical. Prayer groups that meet specifically 
to pray for a situation or individual are a valuable and important spiritual ministry. At 
the other end of the spectrum, providing clothing and food for homeless people is a 
well recognised physical ministry.  
 
God created humans as body and soul made for relationships. As a reflection of this, 
Christian communities have developed programmes that balance their ministries 
along this spectrum. Over time it’s been discovered that ministries that are in the 
middle of the spectrum, ministries that are both physical and spiritual, can often result 
in individuals finding more than they expected in their new relationships. For 
example: The Salvation Army has a great heritage of teaching music. Whilst a child 
and its family may initially be attracted by the physical education of playing an 
instrument, the innate spiritual ministry of playing music in a faithful, Christian 
environment has often become the beginning of spiritual journeys of discipleship. 
 
But, Sports Ministry? 
 
There may be some objections to Sports Ministry. Some may ask if there is there a 
biblical justification for this ministry. Should a church play sport? Is this just an 
excuse for individuals to mix their personal interests with God’s intentions for his 
Church? 
 

 What new opportunities can Sports Ministry create? 

 What can you see in those who regularly participate in the enjoyment and 
pleasure of sport? 

 When you look at the demographics of the churches near you, are there any 
groups missing?  

 
Perhaps it would be easier to compare statistics 
 

 How many people regularly attend a place of worship versus a place for 
exercise or sport?  

 How many attendees at churches versus stadiums?  
 
People are finding something in sport that they are not finding in Church. Is it the 
action of sport itself, or are there deeper themes involved here? 
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DESCRIBE AND ANALYSE 
 
 
Sports Ministry is a way of celebrating, or praising, God by playing sport and a 
way of building relationships with individuals and groups within a community. 
 
 
An estimated 1.48 million hours of sport are broadcast on television around the world 
a week. Most of these hours of broadcasting are on the 225 sports specific channels 
that exist around the globe. The largest of these events can attract 600,000,000 
viewers. If you were to watch all of the sport broadcast in just one week, it would take 
168 years. 
 
There are 442 recognised sports and many others without official recognition. 
Surrounding each of these sports is a particular culture; those engaged in a sport 
speak a language peculiar to the culture of that sport. Sometimes these are broad 
and far reaching. Football is acknowledged to be a universal sport, instantly 
recognisable and played by billions around the world. However, sometimes sports 
can be exclusive, unique cultures of their own for example, downhill mountain biking, 
whilst falling under the vast umbrella of cycling, is a specific discipline which fosters 
an interesting social dimension, unique to the sport and really only understood by 
those engaged in it. These sub-cultures can be complicated due to the cultural issues 
and identities involved.  
 
With this in mind, should we look at Sports Ministry as a sporting activity or a cross-
cultural mission? When preparing for a more traditional missionary role one might 
learn a language and become familiar with as many cultural nuances as possible. 
Are the same measures taken when embarking on Sports Ministry? Is time taken to 
become familiar with the culture we are seeking to engage with? 
 
There is, however, a huge commonality to be found in sport: a universal language, or 
shared interest, that can speak into sometimes isolated pockets of activity or 
unreached groups. 
 
Within Scripture, God inspired the authors of the Bible to use sporting metaphors. 
These metaphors are often used as superficial justifications for Sports Ministry, but 
there is a deeper reasoning for their use. ‘Running the good race’ is pleasing to 
God - when he sees his children endeavouring to live by his word it pleases him. It is 
a useful comparison, but not really a justification for Sports Ministry. It does not tell us 
to demonstrate our Christianity by running a literal race. So where in Scripture does 
God talk about sports? Specifically, nowhere. We are told in Psalm 150 to ‘praise him 
with the clash of cymbals’, but nowhere does it say ‘Grab a football’. However, there 
is a deeper level of understanding to grasp. 
 
In Mark we catch a glimpse of how God views playfulness. Jesus’ contemporary 
culture was a hierarchical one: men at the top, with their intelligence and strength; 
women beneath, with their home-making and care but lacking the same mental 
capacity; children at the bottom because of their unruly behaviour. Yet, Jesus turns 
this structure on its head. He travels and talks with women, treating them as equals. 
In Mark 10:13-15 the disciples are turning away children. Jesus stops them. ‘I tell 
you the truth; anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child 
will never enter it.’ To paraphrase, anyone who has lost their ability to enjoy the 
simple pleasure of creation and relationship will not be able to enjoy it for an eternity. 
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Sport is an environment that has the potential to foster the type of relationships Jesus 
exemplifies. 
 
1 Corinthians 12 teaches us about Christ’s vision for the Church. The early Christians 
were beginning to deal with diversity. Verse 4 says ‘There are different kinds of 
gifts, but the same Spirit. There are different kinds of service, but the same 
Lord.’ The words for service and ministry are linked through the Greek diakonos. 
They are not interchangeable but share much of their defining characteristics. 
 
Paul would have written about different kinds of service understanding this close 
relationship to ministry. Paul is justifying the diverse and different forms of ministry 
the growing church was engaged in. Later in the chapter Paul lists some of those 
ministries; healing, teaching, administrating, helping. Paul’s list is not an exhaustive 
one, there are more ministries. What Paul goes on to say in the next chapter is that if 
any of these ministries is undertaken without love, then it is like ‘a resounding gong 
or a clanging cymbal’. It is not the specific ministry; it is the attitude and intention 
behind it. What Paul means is that even if the most traditional ministry, to most 
engrained Christian service is undertaken without love then it has no value. It is easy 
to see then that if anything is done with authentic love, with the genuine Christian 
intention of spreading the good news, then it is of immeasurable value to God. 
 
Just as the apostles were not one thing, God is not presented to us in scripture as 
one thing. He is called Rabbi, Master, Lord, King of kings. He is Immanuel, God 
incarnate, and the Lamb upon the throne, a lion, a healer, a teacher and a great 
speaker. He behaves like a servant, he listens, he feeds, and he is a social 
revolutionary and a shepherd. He is the Creator. God’s diverse nature is expansive. 
Samuel Lockridge resigns that ‘he is indescribable’. God is something multifaceted, 
but he is not outside of what he created. He is in relation with us and with the world, 
so his multitude of dimensions exist within this world. If his character is so diverse, 
doesn’t he want the character of his Church to be the same?  
 
‘He himself gives all men life and breath and everything else’ (Acts 17:25) 
 
He has given us gifts, created us as unique and valuable people. It is foolish to 
believe that God would gift sporting ability to someone and not desire to see them 
use it to glorify him. God knows that sport is within some human’s natures, he put it 
there. He knows its potential to unite and to create relationships. Through the Old 
Testament we see God blessing individuals with a ministry. He calls Moses to lead, 
Samuel to be wise, Samson to be strong, Daniel to be brave. In the New Testament 
we see more of individuals being used by God for who they are their whole being. 
Like Paul, with his energy, conviction and resilience. Once he is sanctified he 
becomes harmonised with God’s intentions. God wants to use the gifts He has 
created. 
 
Right at the beginning of Scripture we gain a brief insight into God’s identity. God 
created the garden and humankind in it. Then he walked in it and ‘saw that it was 
good’. We see God enjoying recreation. He walks, and longs to see his children do 
the same: to have a pure appreciation of creation. As anyone who has walked, or 
climbed or cycled or run will tell you, there are moments when the pure existence 
within creation is overwhelming. If you recognise them, these are deeply spiritual 
moments, comparable to those found in the traditional musical worship of most 
churches.  
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REFLECT AND EVALUATE 
 
 
‘Play is not the key to being human, but being human is the key to play’ - 
Arthur F. Holmes (Towards A Christian Play Ethic, 1982) 
 
 
Sport is recognised by social scientists and critics as being so important that it has 
developed its own cultures. Languages, nuances and fashions are all peculiar to their 
sport. At the beginning of Acts we are called to ‘be witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all 
Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the Earth’. It is not written that we are to be 
witnesses to Jerusalem or Judea. We are not meant to be alien to these cultures, we 
have to be within them to witness effectively. If we are not part of the fabric of society 
then how can we hope to have our faithful Christianity woven into it? It is recognised 
that church must diversify worship on a Sunday morning to differentiate for 
intercultural communities. In fact, churches have gone to great lengths to change 
their worship to be ‘relevant’ to their congregations. Why is it then that the same 
consideration has not been given to ensuring ministry is relevant? It seems easier to 
change worship - new songs are written all the time, new types of music emerge and 
worship leaders innovate ways to encounter God. It is harder to write new ministries. 
We are listed some in the Bible and have imagined that these will be enough, despite 
a dramatically different world, with different sensibilities and needs. 
 
Sport is naturally relational. There are few solo sports, and even those that arguably 
are usually happen within the context of a group or central location. People in our 
world have become increasingly detached from societal groups. Whilst Internet 
communities grow, genuine and authentic relationships are on the decline. 
Independence is promoted rather than interdependence; people no longer rely on the 
network of a family or a community. But when this trend has run its course what will 
be left? Interactions are becoming less frequent, and slowly the fabric of our society 
is fraying at the edges. We are all part of the body of Christ, and if we are not 
together then the body suffers. Sport encourages interaction; in fact most sport relies 
on it, communication and team work are necessities to enjoying a sport and models 
how to have life in its fullness, how to become interdependent and become part of a 
community that forms a strong fabric of society. 
 
Often as Christians we are asked to defend who we are, or justify what we do. It is 
hard to adequately justify something that is not natural to us. An action of service, or 
ministry, is given value not on the merit of its success or popularity, but only in the 
attitude in which it is undertaken. A ministry that is natural to an individual will be 
valuable. God’s presence in them will be more visible if they are acting according to 
his will. A natural ministry is easier to justify and more authentic. On the other side of 
the dialogue, we become Christians who people can relate to, and in that relation 
grows a deeper relationship. 
 
In John 1:14, John describes how the Word became flesh and ‘made his dwelling 
among us’. Here we see God changing his form and consequently increasing his 
relevancy. His direct presence in the world changed it forever. In Mark 16:15 the 11 
remaining disciples are instructed to ‘Go into all the world’. Here we see a 
movement that increases the gospel’s coverage. How much of your churches 
ministry happens within its building? 
 
One of the most simple and exciting things about Sports Ministry is the frequency 
with which it happens outside of a church building. By being outside, this aspect of 
Church increases its relevancy.  The movement outside of the building increases the 
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gospel’s coverage. Often we see a different aspect of Church boldly going into the 
world, with a less than positive result: we see, or hear, individuals standing in busy 
streets shouting at crowds. How often do we see anyone stop to listen? Sport can be 
the initial catalyst, the first sentence of a conversation that leads to a relationship. Its 
relevancy increased purely because of its presence in the world. 
 
Most of the world recognises ‘church’. It has seen worship, and heard parts of the 
Bible, and feels it has familiarity with aspects of ministry. Individuals know enough to 
know they do not want to know any more. If people are not attracted to a relationship 
with the Church, or with God, by what they recognise already, do we believe that 
doing it louder or bigger or more frequently, or with more proficiency and 
professionalism, will change that? Sport is an international, intercultural language. It 
is a location where anyone can meet. The comfort and common ground provided by 
sport means that, like the disciples, churches can go out into the world. It provides, at 
the very minimum, a conversation starter. Beyond that, it provides a location to 
cultivate relationships. These relationships are likely to be deeper and more 
significant because they have authenticity. They are not forced because of a pastoral 
circumstance; rather they are grown because of a mutual respect and trust. 
 
The apostles used the roads that Rome constructed to reach the world with their 
message. One of the structures that our society has constructed is sport and, like the 
apostles, it is there to be used to reach the world with God’s message. 
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DECIDE AND PLAN 
 
‘It is a ministry, like any other, that seeks to ensure the faithful fullness of life’ 
 
We should carefully and seriously consider what it is God wants us to do with this 
ministry. It is apparent that there are two general types of Sports Ministry. These can 
be roughly separated into Interventional and Relational.  
 
Interventional 
 
This type would include being involved at large sporting events. They are useful for 
churches to establish a credible interest in sport, to promote visibility and can often 
provide surprising opportunities for a deeper and more significant Christian 
involvement or ministry. 
 
However, we must ask ourselves where we think Jesus would be if he were here 
today? Do we see Jesus attracted to the coliseums or stadiums of entertainment of 
his day? We usually find Jesus with the poor and marginalised. Ask yourself if you 
think he would be in the magnificent stadium, or in the run-park? 
 
Relational 
 
When we look at Jesus’ teaching style he more frequently engages with small 
groups, even one-to-one rather than great audiences. Many are familiar with the 
image of Jesus as the great orator. We see this image at the sermon on the mount or 
the feeding of the 5000, but like any good teacher, Jesus knew that didactic teaching 
is least effective. If you really want to secure a high level of understanding in 
teaching, you enable students to work it out for themselves. So much of the lessons 
recorded in the Gospels are lifted from conversations or comments Jesus makes. 
Often they seem cryptic or like Jesus is only telling us part of the story. By using the 
Holy Spirit to interpret these lessons within our hearts and minds, Jesus employs a 
revolutionary teaching method: one that was so radical that it was missed completely 
by our education systems until only recently. For thousands of years Jewish children 
had learned God’s Word by rote, and evidently missed the message in it. This 
teaching style relies on relationship; this method of discipling has to be rooted in 
mutual trust and respect. Sport naturally fosters these characteristics. 
 
Your context is unique; within your territory, division and local community and you are 
in the best position to understand and engage with it. Jesus understood his context. 
He was a Nazarene, and to ensure he was relevant to the community around him 
Jesus’ teachings, parables and examples were about recognizable aspects, like 
sheep and fields. He was simple, authentic and relevant. Our ministry should be the 
same; we should endeavour to speak the same language as our community, even if 
it means learning an unfamiliar one like sport. 
 
With this said, we should always be cautious not to ‘fit into our society without even 
thinking’ (Romans 12:2 The Message). Sports Ministry must be intentional. Sports 
without the ministry will blend in with any other team or club; and disappear into any 
other local provision.  
 
 


