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In 7th and 8th grade, I played on my middle school football team.  We were awful, but I 

loved the game.  And looking back, one of my best memories was of my Dad, standing 

on the sideline, watching the games.  I always played better when he was there.  Part of it 

was, I wanted to please him.  More importantly, I could sense his encouragement.  

Whenever he was there on the sideline smoking his pipe with that intent expression on 

his face, I would feel like I was on top of a wave.  It was like his will was carrying me 

forward into the game.  When my dad was there I felt like I could run faster and 

concentrate more intensely on what was going on.  It was a good feeling. 

 

My friend Dave had a different experience with his father and football.  My father stood 

on the sideline quietly.  Whenever I looked over at him, it was clear he just wanted me to 

focus on the game.  And when I made mistakes, my dad made it clear:  it’s just football.  

He was not a Buckeye, after all.  But Dave’s dad—you’d think his life depended on how 

Dave did on the field.  He was principal at one of the schools in town--a well-respected 

guy--but it was embarrassing to see him at football games.  Dave was a good tight end, 

but if he dropped the ball or made some kind of mental error, his dad would go ballistic 

on the sidelines.  He'd yell at the coach, he'd yell at the referee, but mostly he yelled at 

Dave.  He yelled at him like he was scum.  Dave would stand there with his head hanging 

down as his dad berated him in public.  Sometimes he made Dave so nervous that he'd 

start messing up even more.  Even when Dave did well, his dad would yell at him.  He 

could have done better.   

 

As one of Dave’s best friends, I knew something that his father did not know:  Dave 

hated football.  With a passion.  He hated every practice, and he dreaded every game.  

But Dave also knew that his father would have a heart attack—and not the good kind--if 

Dave wasn't a first string player.   Over the years, I could see that Dave got that pressure 

from his dad in every area of life.  I played golf with the two of them once and his dad 

turned the whole day into a competition between Dave and me.  That was the only day in 

my life that I did not enjoy the game of golf.   

 

There's no question, his dad's high-pressure approach got results.  Dave played football 

throughout high school.  And though it was obvious to us, his friends, that his heart was 

never in it, he became an excellent receiver.  It'd be nice to believe that his dad had 

Dave’s best interest in mind, putting all that pressure on him.  Pressure is often a positive 

thing, don’t get me wrong.  But unfortunately, with Dave that wasn't the case.  We all 

knew there was something twisted going on:  this was all about his father's ego.  He didn't 

even know his son.  It didn’t really surprise us, who knew the situation, when scandal 

erupted and Dave’s dad had to leave his job.  He left his family, too.  I wonder:  what 

does my good friend Dave remember when he looks back on those years? 

 



My dad, whenever he came to one of my middle school football games, took me out 

afterwards to eat.  He had been on a good team through his high school years.  So over 

hamburgers, he would give me helpful pointers.  But his whole attitude was that, unless I 

was going to play for the Bears, it was going to be a learning experience.  He made it 

clear:  this was great because it taught you the self-discipline, hard work, responsibility, 

teamwork, respect for authority, quick decision-making, being able to risk failure and 

getting back on the horse after you fall off and etcetera.  And most of all—he knew that 

through sports you can learn a wonderful secret of life:  to excel at something for the pure 

joy of excelling.  Those post-game meals I had with my dad are some of the fondest 

memories I have of my youth. 

 

I tell this story because it sheds light on our Reformation day scripture readings.  Paul in 

Romans talks a lot about the place and the importance of law in our lives.  God has given 

us rules to live by.  Some written, some unwritten.  We Lutherans think of all good and 

useful law as coming from God.  The commandments certainly help us live our lives.  

They protect us from arbitrary power.  They protect us from our own appetites, and from 

other people's destructive behavior.  We Lutherans have a healthy regard for rules.  We 

are mature enough, we hope, to appreciate the role the law plays in our lives.  As the 

psalms so often sing:  “Oh God, how I love your statutes!”  And it’s a fact that when 

everyone is following the same general rules, life becomes more of a joy for everyone.  

When you don't have to worry that you're going to be clipped or clotheslined by someone 

else, when you know that everyone has the same expectations and the same penalties will 

apply to everyone for breaking the rules, then life can almost become like a fun game.  

Not a game you're going to win or lose, but a game you play for the joy of it.  There is no 

game that sinners can enjoy without rules.  There can be no freedom in this broken world 

without rules. 

 

What happens though, is that in sin we can so easily become slaves to the game, slaves to 

the rules, slaves to our wins and losses.  When your whole identity is bound up with your 

ability to win or lose, then being good at what you do takes on a quietly desperate quality.  

Instead of excelling for the joy of it, you start living out of fear of something that’s 

chasing you.  Instead of being a joyful game, life becomes a dreary struggle to stay afloat.  

Instead of the rules being there to protect us so we can play the game free of fear, we start 

fearfully using the rules to undercut our neighbors.   Paul, and later Luther, understood 

that when life becomes a desperate game--in which you're basing your whole identity 

upon an error here and a success there--then that's just as bad as a life lived with no rules 

at all. 

 

The religious leaders of Jesus' day were extremely good players.  They knew the rules 

inside out.  The wanted to believe they had the game of life in the bag, and they looked 

scornfully upon those whom they believed were the losers.  But Jesus made it clear to 

them:  They were slaves.  Instead of loving God and using the rules as they were meant to 

be used, they loved the rules and forgot God.  They were slaves to the rules.  Slaves to the 

game.  Slaves to sin.  And ultimately, the only kind of joy they could have in that case, 

was temporary self-satisfaction, usually at the expense of others.  That’s a fleeting kind of 

joy. 



 

Let’s not be slaves to the game.  Let’s understand and be grateful for what Jesus showed 

us throughout his life, and what he gave us in his death and resurrection.  Let’s 

understand and live what Paul preached, and what Martin Luther, and all the reformers 

rediscovered:  the key to it all.  The secret to playing the game for the joy of it, the one 

thing that's most important:  What Father is watching you play?  What Father do you live 

with and learn from?  What Father are you going home with today? 


