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Why Sports?                         
GARY NACHTIGALL

The “Beatitudes” (Sermon on the Mount) describe the moral characteristics 
that are blessed by God. Love and humility are two distinguishing characteris-
tics of those who follow Jesus.

In many ways, however, these moral teachings run counter to basic human 
instincts of self-interest and self-preservation. A dominant drive in human be-
havior (evidenced by Jesus’ disciples) is the drive to advance oneself, to com-
pete, even to be first in the kingdom. 

Clearly aggressive competitive behavior (killer instinct) does not make the 
“blessed” list. Yet this characteristic is valued in sports and is generally ob-
servable in successful athletes. Coaches tend to suppress characteristics like 
“meek, merciful, and peacemakers” in their athletes. Successful athletes gener-
ally score high on aggression and low on empathy in personality tests. 

So why is the interest in sports so dominant among Christians and particu-
larly in Christian colleges?

The Olympic Games include fifty-six different sporting events. Sumo Wres-
tling, a favorite in Japan, does not make the list, nor does Darts, a favorite at 
your local tavern. Neither do the countless games we make up in our backyards 
when family and friends get together on holidays. 

The question is not how many sports, the question is “Why” sports.
 I venture that our natural impulse to compete with each other has contrib-

uted to this cultural phenomenon. From the day we challenge our sibling to a 
foot race (remember it was a biological race that accounted for our beginnings), 
competing against other human beings is the order of the day (sports/business/
family/politics). 

So why doesn’t Jesus say something about this compulsion to compete with 
each other in his sermon? On the other hand, perhaps, is that what the entire 
sermon is about? 

God and Sports
My first coaching experience with the issue of God and sports was at Berean 

Christian Academy in Elbing, Kansas. The high school sport season began with 
girls’ softball. Playing the first game of our season, in a tournament away from 
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home, we were first at bat. Our leadoff hitter, a freshmen girl, was taking prac-
tice swings at home plate. The opposing team pitcher had completed her warm 
up throws and the game was set to begin. 

All of a sudden, the coach for the home team walked to the mound and 
quickly gathered all the players for prayer. Our freshmen batter (in her first 
inter-scholastic game) looked to the mound and then to me several times be-
fore running over wide eyed and perplexed. She looked me in the eye and said, 
“What are we going to do now?” implying that God was now on their side 
because they had prayed and now what chance did we have to win?

Something in that moment has stayed with me. Does God take sides? Does 
God favor one side over the other for some reason? What does it take to get 
God on your side? Can a really “lousy” team win a game because they are 
righteous? I don’t remember what I told my player. However, it was a teaching 
moment for me. 

Why do we invoke God in our drive to compete? Prayer is a conversation 
with God where we recognize the infinite greatness while humbly presenting 
our petitions. Yet our impulse is to have God involved (protection is a safe 
prayer) with a successful outcome (we generally avoid outright prayer for vic-
tory).

Eric Liddell, the devout Scottish Christian Olympian and missionary me-
morialized in the film Chariots of Fire (the 1924 Olympics were held in Paris) 
comes closest to my view of God and how we view sports when he said, “I 
believe that God made me for a purpose. But He also made me fast, and when 
I run, I feel His pleasure.” 

Liddell suggests that God does not take sides; God takes pleasure when his 
creation performs passionately with the gifts given. There is no question that 
we are gifted differently, and when we compete some gifts are more important 
than others. However, when we play with great joy and passion we are clos-
est to being in God’s favor, not necessarily to win but in the effort to compete 
(moral victory). 

By appreciating our athletic gift by exercising its full power, we praise the 
giver of this gift. Thus, God does not take sides, but God’s presence is revealed 
when the gift given is fully realized in passionate surrender. 

I have always felt uncomfortable with public prayers before sporting events 
(I’m okay with private prayers). At Fresno Pacific, as members of the GSAC 
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(Golden State Athletic Conference), there was a conference requirement to 
have prayer and the national anthem performed before each athletic contest. 

As athletic director, I was the only voice among the GSAC administrators 
that opposed this policy. My perspective is that putting prayer and the national 
anthem together is an expression of “civil religion,” the unconscious (some-
times conscious) linking of God and country which has a way of confusing 
loyalties. 

Everything I know about the will of God has little to do with the dominance 
of one clan, tribe, ethnic group, or national state over another. Jesus invited all 
people to be part of a “kingdom” devoid of ethnic and political boundaries. 

The public act of praying and performing the national anthem links some 
unholy ideas about national superiority—we the right side and them the wrong 
side. So, how do you work that into a prayer when the arena is filled with par-
tisans whose “joy” is to see their team win and the other lose?

Playing sports is a wonderful activity that allows humans to compete against 
themselves and others. Our culture has organized virtually every conceivable 
human activity into competitive sports events. 

Sports can be a cultural safety valve allowing individuals to compete without 
destroying each other. 

Preparation for competition teaches teamwork and sacrifice. For a team to 
work together, practice, understanding, and humility (my giftedness in rela-
tionship to others) is required. 

Competition is the measuring device for personal excellence and achieve-
ment. Whatever our goal in life, it is that inner drive to achieve, to discover 
what is possible, to measure “our gift.” I believe, like Liddell, that God looks 
kindly on us when we use that gift. 

Why do we engage in sports? Why does participation in sports help satisfy 
questions of personal and social identity? Why do we watch sports? Following 
are ten personal observations made over the course of time that speak in some 
way to the “why” of sports:

1.God delights when we use our “gift” no matter if we win or lose.
a.Athletic giftedness can enrich your life and assist in the develop-

ment of positive character traits (perseverance, discipline, respect, 
etc).

Why Sports? 
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b.Since God cares about the way we use our gift, participating in a 
sport is one way to exercise it.

2.Good guys finish first (so do bad guys).
a.It’s a matter of priorities; if sports are your first priority, you may 

well be successful. However, when winning is the only thing, it 
will diminish the importance of other virtues.

b.Successful athletes do have the challenge of making room for other 
priorities in life (family, work, service). 

c.Setting priorities is essential to competing in sports.
3.Team sports teach different lessons.

a.Why do professional golfers get so excited about playing on the 
Ryder Cup team? It is because they are now part of a community. 
Team sports are different than individual sports.

b.Discovering synergism (when all the parts are subservient to each 
other in common effort) is a team thing. Being part of something 
bigger than yourself is to experience something of the divine (ap-
proaching perfection is approaching the divine). Our quest for 
meaning, for purpose, for ultimate salvation (saving one from 
one’s self) is a spiritual exercise and team sports can be instruc-
tive in this regard.

4.You learn more from losing than you do from winning.
a.Sports offer a safe place to lose (99 percent of runners in a mile race 

will lose; 50 percent of teams will lose). Losing at love/business/
politics/etc. has negative consequences, some that last a lifetime. 
Sports allow us to take risks without life-and-death consequences. 
Taking risks is the only way to improve.

b.A hard-fought loss will test your sportsmanship, your character, 
and ultimately your self esteem.

c.Who you are, to the fullest extent of ethical and moral character, 
will show more readily in a loss than in a win.

5.Respect for the game and its rules.
a.The game of golf, for example, requires that you judge yourself, 

which is rare in sports (your character is quickly put on display).
b.Abiding by the rules of the game can be an exercise in abiding by 

the rules of life. Rules provide a “level playing field” which means 
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that advantages of size/speed/passion are suspended for the mo-
ment so that play can be enjoyable for all (big men in basketball 
can be in the key for only three seconds, “off side” in soccer mini-
mizes speed advantage).

c.Sports teaches the importance of rules.
6.Sports provides for the recognition and acceptance of racial and cul-

tural diversity. 
a.Sports is one arena in American culture that is truly integrated, per-

sons of color are welcomed and advanced on the basis of their 
character and ability.

b.Inter-collegiate sports and professional sports are a demonstration 
of what integration can look like (Christian colleges have often 
used sports to diversify their student populations). 

c.SEC football powers have largely African American players while 
their 100,000 stadiums are filled with white fans (integration on 
the field, not in the stands).

d.Sports is a cultural tool for integration and assimilation.
7.Sports and randomness of life.

a.We struggle with randomness in our daily lives (good days/bad 
days, death/dying) by continually re-organizing ourselves, our 
families, our communities, and the larger world in which we live. 

b.Sports, with rules that govern everything pertinent to a game (field/
court, costume, tools, duration, penalties, etc.) minimize random-
ness with organization. 

c.Randomness does occur in sports, we call it “luck” (the bounce 
of the ball on the rim in the final shot, the field goal that hits the 
upright).

d.Sports is a coping mechanism that helps us deal with the uncertain-
ties of life.

8.Excellence can be measured.
a.In supreme exertion we stretch our limits and also advance our 

place in the created order (not everything is possible, but let’s try). 
b.Bob Beaman, the U.S. Olympian, broad-jumped 30 feet in the 

Olympics in Mexico City (at that time no one had ever jumped 
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over 29 feet). In doing so he gave evidence not only of what he 
could do, but what we as humans might do.

c.Knowledge of our potential, our limits, is an essential aspect of 
sports.

9.Respect for opponents.
a.A stronger opponent will demand preparation that includes assess-

ment (scouting reports) of strengths and weakness.
b.The challenge of playing against stronger competitors/teams should 

be considered a gift. They provide the clearest measurement of 
who we are.

c.A weak/poor opponent is like playing your younger brother or sis-
ter, not very satisfying when you win, horrible when you lose. 

d.Sports provides opponents to test our abilities, our resolve, and in 
competition we learn respect.

10. Parameter and Paradigm—Years ago I gave a pre-game talk on this 
subject to a basketball team. It ended up confusing everyone there 
(the wrong thing to do before a big game). However, I still think it 
makes good sense.
a.Parameters are the concrete/fixed elements of a sport. The size of 

the field, the goal, the ball, and the rules of the game. These are 
the non-negotiable elements, whether we play in Spain or South 
Africa. These elicit our respect, our obedience, the challenge that 
is the game. 

b.Paradigm on the other hand is the way we choose to play the game. 
The game can be played in fear, in joy, in anger, in reluctance, in 
excitement, in reverence, in thankfulness, etc. The way we choose 
to play the game will ultimately determine the outcome. How you 
bring yourself to think, to plan, to execute, is the paradigm. 

c.Complete dedication to the goal produces success. Winning is one 
measurement of success, discovering the limits of your character, 
your endurance, testing your will is the greater success.

In conclusion, we engage in sports for many reasons. Sports can provide 
validation for individuals (how do we compare with others) and for communi-
ties (pride in who we are). Ultimately, Sports is that safety valve in our culture 
that permits competition without hurting or destroying each other. Sports will 
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always challenge Christians in prioritizing their importance. To fully live out 
kingdom values while engaging in sports (particularly sports at the highest lev-
els) is a steep challenge. The appeal of sports will continue to demand more of 
our time and resources. The “why” of sports should continue to be a discussion 
for faculty and staff, and in particular for administrators, of Christian colleges 
and universities.
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