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Much as we may detest going to the doctor, most of us realize there is something to be said for wellness checks and 
preventative care. Many people have an annual check-up with their physician, a time to give the body a look over, and run 
some bloodwork. It usually reveals a few things to keep an eye on. It can give relief when you have a question or concern 
and the doctor can take a look at and address it. It clues us in on ways to improve our health, and there are almost always 
suggested measures to take up in daily life. More fruits and veggies, less salt. More water, less alcohol. And, of course, 
there is the perennial “Get more exercise.” This all clues us in on what athletes have always known: Train, prepare, and 
take care of your body. Set goals and work to meet them. 
 
Today is Septuagesima, about seventy days before Easter, two and-a-half weeks before the beginning of Lent. Think of 
this time as your spiritual check-up. In two and-a-half weeks on Ash Wednesday we will each hear the ultimate diagnosis: 
you are dust, a sinner, sentenced to death. We will also hear the marvelous declaration of our Lord’s grace for us in Christ 
Jesus, the cure that is given us from His cross, His death, His resurrection; the forgiveness of our sins, and the promise 
that we will be brought through death to everlasting life.  
 
This is what is given to each and every person who believes in Jesus. The promise of the same forgiveness and eternal 
salvation is given to all who receive it by faith because of what our Lord Jesus has done for all. Already this is what today’s 
Gospel teaches us. As we begin to prepare our celebration of the central events of our salvation, we are reminded today of 
what we have not by merit but by grace, the goodness and generosity of our Father in heaven. 
 
We care for our earthly bodies even as we know they will rise to glory and incorruption. So also we are admonished in 
God’s Word to care for our lives as God’s children, to attend to our spiritual life which we have been given in Holy 
Baptism. These next two and-a-half weeks, then, are a good opportunity to do a little spiritual self-examination, to reflect 
on your Christian life in light of our goal. What’s the goal? 
 
St. Paul writes in today’s Epistle to the Corinthians using the imagery of an athlete. “Do you not know,” he begins. 
That’s a rhetorical question St. Paul often uses, the implication is that they do know. “Do you not know,” “you should 
know, everyone knows,” “that in a race all the runners compete, but only one receives the prize? So run that you 
may obtain it. Every athlete exercises self-control in all things. They do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we 
an imperishable.”  
 
You are after an imperishable wreath, a crown of glory, an eternal wealth, what has been won for you and given you by 
Christ’s death and resurrection. You have it already now by faith and hope, you long for and are journeying toward when 
you will have it by sight.  
 
The danger is on the journey towards our heavenly goal. There is distress, there is temptation. St. Paul holds up for us the 
example of the children of Israel who left slavery in Egypt. They are to be a warning to us They saw God’s wondrous 
powers through the plagues. They themselves walked on dry ground and then turned to see pharaoh’s chariots swallowed 
up by the waves. They drank the water from the rock and ate the manna each day. But what happened? “They were 
overthrown in the wilderness.” They trusted in themselves, thought themselves worthy, able to put God to the test, and 
again and again they grumbled against Him. A word Jesus uses to describe “those hired first” in today’s Gospel as they 
complained of the master of the vineyard’s grace and goodness toward those hired later, certain that they knew better, that 
they knew what was fair, that they were deserving of more praise and greater pay. 
 
St. Paul continues the athletic imagery no longer contrasting the Christian’s race for the prize with that of the secular 
Olympian, but taking the language of training and discipline and applying it directly to himself. He says: “I do not run 
aimlessly; I do not box as one beating the air,” that is, he is not just playing a game, it is not a joke to him. The 
Christian faith and life is not a fairy tale. It is not a stroll down easy street. He says “I discipline my body and keep it 
under control.” That translation is weak, far too gentle. Better would be “I pommel my body,” or “I give it a black eye.” 
It’s a boxing term. He’s talking about throwing a haymaker, a knockout punch. The word translated as “keep it under 
control,” has the root word for “slave.’ Paul is talking about bringing himself under subjection, enslaving himself. 
 



Red meat is delicious, being Nebraskans, we all know that. Alcohol gladdens the heart; it says so in the Bible. But too 
much steak will clog your arteries. We regularly hear of, perhaps have even witnessed the evils and tragedies that come of 
drinking too much. One sin is far worse. Any sin, the willing indulgence of temptation gone unchecked, unrepented of, 
can lead to something far worse than a heart attack, or a DUI, worse even than mere bodily death. It can lead to unbelief 
and eternity in hell. If we are not filled with God’s Word, if it is not the things of God that give you greatest joy, then it is 
the words and things of the devil. And there is that part of each and every Christian, the old Adam, the sinful nature, that 
opts for the latter, that buys into the misleading deception into false belief, despair, and other great shame and vice. 
 
There are those things in each of our lives that tempt us to turn away from God’s Word. To put our hopes in the joys and 
pleasures of this life, forgetting that this world is but an exile, and is not our home. Today bids you to remember who you 
are. You are God’s people, you belong to Him. He has called and bid you to labor in His kingdom, no matter how late 
you have come, at whatever stage in life it was when you entered in, no matter what it is that you have done before or 
since. You have the riches of His grace, accomplished and given you in Christ Jesus. Do not exchange it for anything in 
this world.  
 
So where are you weak? How is it that you are tempted? What threatens, creates fear in, and weakens you? Where is it that 
you are in need of the rebuke, correction, and training of God’s Word for your life? Consider these questions over the 
next weeks. Consider how you might use Lent this year not just to give your old Adam a black eye, but how to put him to 
death each day, how to enslave and subject that which would cast you into bondage to sin. How you might grow in faith, 
grow in your reliance upon Christ and His Word, and grow in love for one another. 
 
It can be as simple as realizing that as a Christian you should read your Bible every day, and develop a plan to do that for 
Lent. Perhaps you think continually how to grow your financial accounts or you just buy stuff, because you value the stuff 
of this world. Take up tithing, the giving of ten percent of your income during Lent, to remind yourself that all that you 
have comes from God. Is there a particular sin you know is wrong but despite your best attempts to take care of it on 
your own, you still fall into it? Come to individual confession and absolution not only to receive forgiveness of that sin, 
but also counsel from God’s Word and encouragement and prayer from your pastor. 
 
Like the whole Christian life, this is not a matter of God having done His part and now it is up to you. Growth and 
progress in holy living is not by your own strength. It is enabled and accompanied by the Holy Spirit who in Baptism 
produced a new life in you, gave you a new heart, with godly desires and impulses, as well as His strength. This is what 
enables you to labor in the field, to discipline and kill your sinful desires. It is not your works that increase or make your 
faith better or stronger, but the other way around. It is faith that lays hold of our Lord’s cross, what that means, where its 
fruits are given in the Gospel and the Sacraments, that is what gives strength and growth to your love, your hope, and 
your holy living as you grow up into He who is our Head.  
 
Christ is ever our Mediator and Savior, the one who gives us the forgiveness of our sins. We never mature beyond this, 
but are ever dependent upon Him, our good and Divine Physician. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


