
“The Back 9: Life Lessons Learned Later in Life” 

Hole #19, “Friendship” 

 

“The 19th Hole” 

“We were great competitors, who loved competing against each other, but we 
were always great friends along the way. Arnold [Palmer] always had my back, 

and I had his. We were always there for each other. That never changed.”  

Jack Nicklaus, Champion Golfer 

Welcome to the 19th hole! It is the most important hole on the golf course. The 19th hole is 
located on the patio of the restaurant/bar at the clubhouse. We come here to celebrate each 
other’s good shots and give one another permission to laugh at our truly ugly shots. The winner 
of today’s round receives his accolades and buys a round of drinks. Soon, we forget the scores. 
The conversations move from golf…to life. We begin to listen and learn about each other’s 
stories. This is the 19th hole…a place where competitors become friends.    

For over two decades, millions of people around the world watched on television as two fierce 
competitors, Jack Nicklaus and Arnold Palmer changed the landscape of the game of golf 
forever. For 25 years, they were opponents on the golf course. For 60 years, they became best 
friends off the course as well. At Arnie’s memorial service in 2016, Jack Nicklaus fighting back 
tears, shared what his friend Arnie meant to him, “Arnie was one of my best friends, closest 
friends, and he was for a long, long time. I will miss him greatly; today I hurt, just like you hurt. 
A piece of me…is gone.” In 1954, this silly old game introduced these two fierce competitors to 
one another. They became icons of the sport and then best friends only separated by death.  

Almost thirty years ago, Dean, Dan, Bill and I (pictured above with our spouses) began our 
friendship on a golf course. We were competitive on the course and enjoyed many rounds of 



“19” holes together. Over the years, we have spent dinners together with our wives and families 
and weekend family trips together (The photo was taken on the 19th hole at the Ocean Course on 
Kiawah Island, South Carolina). We have laughed together in life’s greatest moments and shared 
tears with one another in the worst of times in our lives. We are still competitors on the golf 
course, and have become life-long friends off the course. We are all now on the Back 9 holes of 
our lives and continue to learn the powerful life lesson of…true friendship. 

The 19th Hole, “Friendship” 

Life, like golf, is all about relationships. As we near completion of the Back 9 holes of our lives, 
we come to realize relationships are what ultimately matter. Our relationship with God, with one 
another and with our neighbors is the essence of life (Matthew 22:37-40, John 13:34-35).  Jesus 
chose twelve students (disciples) to be “with him” (Mark 3:14). He spent much of his time and 
energy with twelve people teaching them about the Kingdom of God in their midst. They 
traveled together, shared meals and their lives with one another. They played together. He listen 
to their stories. He shared his story with them. They celebrated together in the high moments of 
their lives and they stood beside one another in their darkest days. He was their rabbi (teacher) 
and they were his students (disciples)…until the last night of his life when he changed the 
language of the conversation. No longer were they his students, now he called them…friends.  

 “You are my friends if you do what I command. I no longer call you students, 
because a student does not know his teacher’s business. Instead, I have called you 
friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you.”  

 (John 15:12-15) 

The Lord of all creation wants to be our friend. Amazing. He desires to spend time with us. He 
celebrates with us in our greatest moments and comforts us in our darkest days. The Lord longs 
for us to share our stories with him. He has shared his story with us. Some people today imagine 
God as a distant and angry figure shouting from the clouds, like the mean old wizard in The 
Wizard of OZ. Yet, the Scriptures portray God quite differently. God is that kind person behind 
the curtain who desires for us to find our true home. Jesus never played the game of golf, but I 
am sure he would have loved…the 19th hole! He is on the patio waiting for you to pull up a chair 
and join him. He longs to hear about your life.  

This is the final devotion in my series on "The Back 9: Life Lesson Learned Late in Life." The 
challenges of the game of golf, and of life, have taught me the life lessons of gratitude, 
community, discipline, adversity, integrity, playfulness, loss, perseverance and respect. We have 
come to the end of the round. As I head from the 19th Hole to my car, I say goodbye to my 
golfing buddies and whisper a prayer of thanksgiving to God for their enduring friendship.


