The Games We Play
Jerry Solomon
Game-playing and competition can and should be seen as a healthy part of a life
that seeks to glorify God in all things.

Games and a Christian Worldview
Ten seconds are left in the game. The Wolves lead by two points. The Bobcats
cross midcourt, knowing they must score or they will miss the playoffs. Smith
stumbles! Jones grabs the ball and races toward the Wolves’ basket for a lay-up.
Smith tackles him like a linebacker! Both of them slide across the floor and run
into the wall behind the basket. It looks as if Jones may be injured! Players from
both teams are shouting at each other. The referee has thrown Smith out of the
game!
Does this sound like something you may have seen during a high school, college,
or professional basketball game? Or perhaps you have read about a similar
incident. Actually, such an event took place in my experience. (The names have
been changed to protect the guilty.) I was playing for my church team in a church
league. I was the one who was tackled.
Does such an incident represent a Christian worldview of games? Surely most of
us would answer with an emphatic, “No!” Unfortunately, though, too many
Christians approach games with attitudes that appear to leave their Christian
convictions out of the picture. Too many of us can tell stories involving Christians
and games that don’t align with a Christian worldview. Many times I was the one
who allowed athletic intensity to overcome moral conviction in the midst of
competition, and I have seen many friends do the same. Why? What is it about
games that can encourage some of our more ungodly characteristics?
On the other hand, can sports bring out some of our more godly characteristics?

Can God be glorified through games? There have been times in my life when the
exhilaration and concentration that can accompany games have included
thankfulness to God. He gives me joy when I express my thankfulness to Him as I
hit or throw a baseball, catch a football, shoot a basketball, volley a tennis ball, or
hit a golf ball.
Arthur Holmes has written that “play is all-pervasive. It does not lie just on the
fringes of life, as if games were spare parts we don’t really need in the main
business of the day.”(1) If true, such a statement indicates the importance of our
subject. It is worthy of our attention. Some even believe play is the defining
characteristic of humans. “Nietzsche went so far as to reduce all of life and
thought to masks in a play, taking nothing seriously except the will to power–in
effect, the will to win– that all of life is a biologically driven power play.”(2) A
Christian, of course, does not agree with this perspective, but the Christian does
live in a world that tends to agree with Nietzsche’s dictum. The “will to power”
definitely is translated into “the will to win” for many. Indeed, the phrase is often
elaborated to mean “the will to win at all costs.” Vince Lombardi, the coach of the
Green Bay Packers during their period of NFL domination, is famous for the
statement: “Winning isn’t the main thing, it’s the only thing.” But, can the
Christian play, win or lose, and not agree that winning is the only thing? If the
answer is, “Yes!,” the believer must realize that he has accepted a challenge to be
Christ’s ambassador even on the field of play.

A Brief History of Games
“That was an Olympian effort!” “Those mountains have an Olympic grandeur.”
Such expressions indicate some of the ways in which ancient games and their
impact are part of our consciousness. Games were part of all ancient cultures. For
some, games were more sedentary than for others, but a sense of play permeates
man’s history. The Greeks, who first held the Olympic Games and others that
were similar, organized these events approximately 3,500 years ago. All of them
were dedicated to certain gods and were integrated with religious ceremonies.

The competitors were originally amateurs whose only reward was a wreath or
garland. Eventually, though, the rigorous training that was required led to their
professional status. They received adulation in their cities, as well as substantial
prizes and monetary rewards.(3) As we will see, the New Testament contains
metaphors relating to these games and competitors.
When the Romans became the dominant world power, they rejected the Greek
emphasis on athletic skill because of the public nakedness of the competitors.(4)
Such a response is ironic in light of the brutal games that soon came into vogue in
the empire. Gladiatorial combat to the death, fights with beasts, even naval
battles were staged in the arenas. The circus Maximus in Rome, where important
chariot races were held, probably held up to 250,000 people. “By A.D. 354 the
games claimed 175 days out of the year.”(5) Such popularity is indicative of a
significant difference between the Greek and Roman attitudes about games. “The
Greeks originally organized their games for the competitors, the Romans for the
public. One was primarily competition, the other entertainment.”(6) The Roman
thirst for barbaric spectacle and entertainment ultimately prompted the outrage
of early church leaders. They “denounced the games and similar amusements
because of idolatry, immodesty, and brutality. It was, in fact, the opposition of
Christianity that brought them to an end.”(7) Such a response may prove to be
appropriate in our time. But for the moment I propose we simply consider what
Scripture contains to guide us in an appraisal of the games played by both
Christians and non- Christians.
The Old Testament contains few references to games, even though evidence of
them can be found in all areas of the ancient Near East. “Simple and natural
amusements and exercises, and trials of wit and wisdom, were more to the
Hebrew taste.”(8) The biblical text does mention children’s games, sports such as
running, archery, stone-lifting, high leaping, games of chance and skill, storytelling, dancing, the telling of proverbs, and riddles. In addition, wrestling
probably was part of Hebrew life.(10)

It is of special interest to note the joyous prophetic picture of Zechariah 8:5: “And
the streets of the city will be filled with boys and girls playing in its streets”
(NASB). “The promise of the kingdom, as Lewis Smedes observes, is of restored
playfulness.” Evidently play and games have a place in God’s plan for His people:
Scripture begins with life in a garden and ends with a city at play; so play–art
and celebration and fun and games, and a playful spirit–is part of our calling,
part of the creation mandate. It is not the play of self-indulgence, nor of shed
responsibility, but of gladness and celebration in responsible relationship to
God.”(11)

Games and the New Testament
Can you picture the Apostle Paul as a sportswriter? Imagine him sitting in a
stadium pressbox observing the athletes compete. Then imagine him writing his
observations and opinions of what transpired. The next morning you purchase a
newspaper and turn to the sports section. There you find an account of the
previous day’s game under Paul’s byline. Does this sound farfetched, out of
character, ludicrous? Actually such a scenario is not far removed from Paul’s
knowledge of the games of his day. In several portions of his letters, one can find
metaphors relating to athletic preparation and competition. The same is true for
the writer of Hebrews. These New Testament writers evidently were aware of
Greek and Roman games and realized they could be used to teach valuable
lessons to their readers. Their awareness is evidence that they were enmeshed in
the surrounding culture, which was filled with indicators of the importance of
games and competition in the ancient world.
These games “were so well known in Palestine and throughout the Roman Empire
in the time of Christ and the apostles that they cannot be passed over in
silence.”(13) Archaeological remains indicate stadiums of various types in many
cities including Jerusalem, Jericho, Caesarea, Ephesus, Corinth, Rome, and

Tarsus, the city of Paul’s early life. “The early Christians, therefore, whether of
Jewish or gentile origin, were able to understand, and the latter at any rate to
appreciate, references either to the games in general, or to details of their
celebration.”(14) A brief survey of particular New Testament passages will
provide us with a foundation for an analysis of games in contemporary life.
Some of the most intriguing athletic metaphors in all of Paul’s writings are found
in 1 Corinthians 9:24-27. He uses Greek terminology and images that stem
directly from the athletic contests of his day, especially the triennial Isthmian
Games held in Corinth. These terms and images include running a race to win,
receiving a prize, competition, discipline in preparation for competition,
concentration, abiding by the rules, and even boxing. Variations on these themes
can be found in Galatians 2:2 and 5:7; Philippians 2:16 and 3:14; 2 Timothy 2:5
and 4:7. In Hebrews 12:1 the author of Hebrews echoes Paul’s metaphors by
encouraging Christians to “run with endurance the race that is set before us.” In
verse 2 he even refers to Jesus as the one who set the pace and has already
covered the course.
These passages are worthy of many sermons and extensive commentary. Since
that is not possible in this short essay, let’s consider a few insights from these
biblical metaphors that are most germane to our subject.
First, there is no blanket condemnation of games. The metaphors carry the
positive weight of someone who respected athletic endeavors. Second, there is
much to learn about the Christian life when we compare it with games. Games
can be seen and experienced in ways that correlate with Christian principles such
as discipline, concentration, and perseverance. Third, these passages should not
be gleaned in an uncritical manner. Surely Paul rejected many aspects of the
games, such as the pagan religious emphases. Fourth, the physical body was not
rejected as unimportant. Gnosticism, which was a prominent heresy of New
Testament times, taught that the body was unimportant or even sinful. In
contrast, these verses take the importance of the body for granted. It is God’s

creation.

Contemporary Views of Games
The Super Bowl. The Final Four. College Bowl Games. The Olympics. The NBA
Finals. The World Series. Little League Baseball. The Masters. The World Cup.
The list of such sports-related titles could fill several pages of this essay because
our culture is saturated with games. This infatuation takes a great deal of our
time, attention, and money. An objective observer, in my opinion, would conclude
that humans are obsessed with games. Current predictions and opinions of this
infatuation vary from the skeptical to the optimistic. Alvin Toffler, writing in 1970,
predicted that, “Leisure-time pursuits will become an increasingly important basis
for differences between people, as the society shifts from a work orientation
toward greater involvement in leisure. We shall advance into an era of
breathtaking fun specialism.”(15) Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, the great basketball
player of the recent past, stated, “Modern sports is getting to be like professional
wrestling; something is going awry.”(16) According to Robert Higgs, author of
God in the Stadium, “Professional sports is getting warped, and they carry a
somber message to society in our contemporary times.”(17) He continued along
this theme by suggesting that “the idea of play and fun and enjoyment of the
natural gifts of games is being warped by this incredible drive for money.”(18) In
comparing the games with a prize, such as the Super Bowl, Higgs concluded:”The
more emphasis you put on the cultural prize, the bigger you make those prizes,
the less regard and appreciation of the gift of the game itself, it seems to me.”
(19)
Do any of these opinions concur with your estimation of games? Are you one of
the skeptics? If so, that probably is a sign that you have at least begun to ask if
games are occupying the proper place in your life, your family’s life, and the life
of the culture at large. Before we become too cynical, though, let’s consider more
optimistic analyses.

In his book, The Culture of Narcissism, Christopher Lasch draws a fascinating
parallel between sports and our need for traditions and order. He believes that an
intelligent sports spectator is one of the keys to a retention of the positive nature
of games. He writes: “One of the virtues of contemporary sports lies in their
resistance to the erosion of standards and their capacity to appeal to a
knowledgeable audience.”(20) Michael Novak, who has written a thoughtprovoking book entitled The Joy of Sports, juxtaposes European and American
traditions around the place of sports in America’s history. He believes that the
“streets of America, unlike the streets of Europe, do not involve us in stories and
anecdotes rich with a thousand years of human struggle. Sports are our chief
civilizing agent. Sports are our most universal art form. Sports tutor us in the
basic lived experiences of the humanist tradition.”(21) Novak continues his praise
with a statement that echoes the Apostle Paul: “Play provides the fundamental
metaphors and the paradigmatic experiences for understanding the other
elements of life.”(22) Is there a “happy medium” between the skeptical and
optimistic views of games? Or should we bring the two views together in order to
find a wise perspective? Perhaps a coupling of the two views provides creative
positive tension that enables us to better evaluate the place of games in the
Christian life.

Christians in a Competitive World
“I believe that God made me for a purpose. For China. But He also made me
fast. And when I run, I feel His pleasure. To give it up would be to hold Him in
contempt. . . . To win is to honor Him.”(23)
These poignant phrases are from Chariots of Fire, one of the truly great films.
They were spoken by the actor who portrayed Eric Liddell, a great athlete and a
great Christian. He is talking with his sister, who is pleading with him to fulfill his
commitment to their mission in China. He was to fulfill that commitment, but first
he considered it his duty to run in the 1924 Paris Olympics for the glory of God.

When I first saw the film I wept with joy and gratitude because of the film’s
portrayal of a man who understood and appreciated God’s gift to him. In my
estimation the film, and this scene in particular, contains a clear and eloquent
statement of a Christian worldview as it applies to games, play, sports, or
athletics. With Eric Liddell’s words in mind, we will offer principles that can help
us establish a foundation for a Christian’s involvement in games. First, “play is
best seen as an attitude, a state of mind rather than as a distinguishable set of
activities.”(24) One doesn’t have to be involved in play to play; work can include
an attitude of play as well.
Second, “play is not the key to being human, but being human is the key to
play.”(25) And being human includes a free spirit that is “celebrative and
imaginative because of the possibilities God has for us in this world.”(26)
Third, play should instill “an attitude that carries over into all of life, finding joyful
expression in whatever we do, productive or not.”(27)
Fourth, play should be seen as an act of worship. “It is the religious meaning of
life that gives purpose and meaning to both work and play. A responsible
relationship to God includes play.”(28)
Some of you may be saying, “OK, I can think on these things in solitude or in
group discussion, but what about principles that will help me when I’m actually
involved in games? How should I play?” Application on the field is a challenge for
many of us. Even Albert Camus, the existentialist writer, said that sports provided
him with his “only lessons in ethics.”(29) Thomas Aquinas “expressed three
cautions that we would do well to observe nowadays. First, do not take pleasure
in indecent or injurious play.” Think of a sold-out football stadium of people
screaming their approval as an opponent lies immobile on the field. Such a
reaction surely does not align with a Christian attitude toward games. “Second,
do not lose your mental or emotional balance and self-control.” This may be one of
the most challenging cautions. When we lose self-control during games, we are

damaging what we say outside of games about our relationship with Christ.
“Third, do not play in ways ill-fitting either the hour or the person.”(30) When we
play and how we honor God in the process speak loudly about the place of games
in our lives. So when we hear “Play ball!” or “Let the games begin!” or “Take your
mark!,” let us remember, whether as participants or spectators, that God can
honor our games, but He requires a playful attitude that honors Him.
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