
RUN FOR YOUR LIFE
Leaders Exercise Self-Discipline

Text: Genesis 39

I

Up until five years ago, there was a pair of shoes in my closet that haunted me. 
They were there every time I opened the closet door, always lying in the same 
position. As the dust accumulated on them, it became harder and harder to 
discern the mystic word whispering from the back of those shoes: “Nike.” Now, 
when I originally shelled out the bucks to make those shoes mine, I had great 
plans for them. I pictured them springing joyfully over the pavement, 
conquering the streets of my community. I imagined their soft cushioning and 
racy white styling contrasting with the ever-increasing tone and tan of my 
chiseled calf-muscles. But as those shoes lay there, day after day, that old 
Temptations tune spoke the truth: “It was just my imagination, running away 
with me.”

How many of us never get past just imagining what we might become? And 
how many of us wish it could be different? What if we could actually discipline 
ourselves to do the things that we know are right and worth doing and avoid 
the things that are not? What if we could get better control of our time or our 
finances? What if we could reign in those destructive emotions or appetites? 
What if we could really tighten up the laces of our will and spring forward in 
the direction that the best part of us wants to go? What if we as FATHERS or 
other kinds of leaders could show those who watch us how this is done? That 
future IS possible and, in our scripture lesson for today, God shows us how. 

When we meet him in Genesis 39, our friend JOE is in the process of working 
his way up to a high position in the house of Potiphar, one of the Egyptian 
president’s top officers (Gen 39:2). Archaeological evidence and written records 
from that time, tell us that people like Potiphar lived in magnificent multi-
storied homes, with great balconies and beautiful gardens. They lived 
surrounded by magnificent paintings and rugs, alabaster vases and hand-carved 
chairs. They enjoyed live entertainment and the richest of food and drink. 

You can see how someone living like this could get a little flabby in body and 
will, can’t you? You can imagine how having so many little indulgences could 
set you up for allowing yourself a pretty BIG indulgence, if it were right there in 
front of you. And so when the Scriptures tell us that Potiphar’s wife, who 
noticed that Joseph was well-built and handsome, said “come to bed with 
me,” we half-expect the story to flow like a typical television screenplay (Gen 
39:6-7). You know the kind: “Neglected trophy-wife of emotionally distant 
workaholic and highly-talented but underpaid younger man find comfort in 



each other’s arms.”  But that’s not what happens. 

The Bible says that when Potiphar’s wife offered him pleasure – the kind of 
pleasure that was probably pretty attractive, that was likely fairly easy to get 
away with, that was actually offered to Joseph not just once, but day after 
day -- Joseph REFUSED (Gen 39:10). Now, the Hebrew word used for 
REFUSED is significant. It isn’t a gentle or subtle word, as if Joseph sort of 
weighed his options for awhile and then said, “Nah. Not right now.” The 
Hebrew word for REFUSED implies an active, muscular, even angry “pushing 
away.” You can hear the intensity in Joseph’s words. “How then could I do 
such a wicked thing?” (Gen 39:8-9) Joseph pushes away from Potiphar’s 
wife like a runner pushes away from the starting block in a race, or like a half-
back pushes away a would-be tackler on his way to a goal. In fact, JOE pushes 
away so hard that the Tempter actually tears his jersey (Gen 39:12). 

There’s an important lesson here. Would you like to have greater self-discipline? 
Would you like to know how to teach your kids or others how to develop the 
kind of backbone that makes a great leader in life? Well, here’s the FIRST step: 
Muster up some holy passion to push away from whatever tempts you 
to be less than your best self. Perhaps you’re caught in the grip of cigarettes or 
alcohol. Maybe you’re under the spell of pornography or the idiot-box. Perhaps 
it’s food or the tendency to violent words or actions toward someone near you. 
Maybe it’s some destructive thought-pattern, or a stubborn passivity, or an illicit 
romance. Whatever it may be, you’ve got to face the fact that this involvement 
is bringing you down. You’ve got to want to tear free of its clutches. You’ve 
got to get mad enough at the sin to begin to push away from it with all the 
passion you can. What do YOU need to tear yourself away from?

II

But there’s a SECOND part, without which the first probably won’t be enough 
over time. Every good runner knows it. If you want to make some real progress 
down the track or the field, you need to Lift your head and look to heaven. 
There’s this marvelous scene in that old movie, “Chariots of Fire,” that illustrates 
this point. Eric Lidell, Britain’s brightest hope for the 1936 Olympic Gold medal 
in the 100-meter dash, has chosen to withdraw from the race because it falls on 
the Sabbath. Instead, the Christian missionary has entered himself in the 400M 
contest – four times his normal distance. 

As the race goes off against the world’s best runners, Lidell falls behind. His 
fans moan in agony at the sight of the other runners passing him by. But a 
newspaper reporter who’s been covering him for the last few years says: 
“Wait... wait until he lifts his head.” With only a short distance left to go in the 
race, Lidell’s head suddenly rocks back in an almost ecstatic gaze towards 
heaven. As a viewer, you don’t know whether the move enables him to take in 
more oxygen, or to remember the God for whom he is running, or both. But 



this you DO know: That move changes everything. As if filled by a power from 
beyond himself, Eric Lidell suddenly streaks past the other runners and wins the 
gold! 

This is exactly what we see Joseph doing on his way to victory as a leader too. 
First, he pushes away passionately from the pull of temptation. And then he lifts 
his head and looks to heaven. Did you catch that movement in his words to 
Potiphar’s wife? Joseph says, in effect: Look, it’s not just that I’d be betraying 
your husband’s kindness and trust. It’s not just that I’d be failing myself and 
you by sacrificing my integrity. It’s not just that I’d be setting a terrible example 
for anyone who is watching my life. That’s all true, but here’s the nailer: “How 
then could I do such a wicked thing and sin against GOD?” (Gen 39:9)

In his book, the Pursuit of Holiness, author Jerry Bridges tells us how much that 
attitude counts in our fight to defeat the grip of the various sinful seductions 
that can so easily drag us down in this life. Bridges says: “Our first problem is 
that our attitude towards sin is more self-centered than God-centered. We are 
often more concerned about our own ‘victory’ over sin than we are about the 
fact that our sins grieve the heart of God.” Yet if we understood the depth of 
the pain and passion we cause God when we fail to discipline our impulses -- 
when we trade his glorious plan to make us the leaders this world needs for 
some momentary pleasure or prideful indulgence… if we could grasp the hope 
and agony our Heavenly Father feels in our moments of temptation, that 
awareness would eclipse all other thoughts and transform our behavior. 

Our family has a Bernese Mountain Dog named, Christmas. Christmas is an 
incredibly good dog – the best we’ve had. Sometimes we’ll drop a piece of 
meat on the floor while preparing dinner and it will throw Christmas into a 
crisis. She knows she’s not supposed to eat it. But she’ll stare at that mouth-
watering meat, struggling with the temptation. And then, at least most of the 
time, she’ll lift her head and fix her eyes on the Master. And we’ll say: “Good 
girl.”  It can be the same for us. We can give ourselves to a sublime fascination 
that eclipses our lesser obsessions. We can draw upon a second wind for the 
will that we don’t have within ourselves. As the old chorus says, we can “Turn 
our eyes upon Jesus, look full in his wonderful face; and the things of this 
earth will grow strangely dim, by the light of his glory and grace.”

III

Muster up enough holy passion to push away from the problem. Lift your head 
and look to heaven. Then, FINALLY: Take some strides in the right 
direction. The Bible says that Joseph, with his eyes on God, pushed away from 
Potiphar’s wife and “he left his cloak in her hand and ran out of the 
house” (Gen 39:12).  In other words, Joe didn’t just avoid going in the wrong 
direction; he actively went in the opposite direction. Now, what made him do 
that?



To get at an answer to that question, the observation of Harvard psychologist 
and Christian author, M. Scott Peck, is helpful: "There are many people I know 
who possess a vision of personal evolution yet seem to lack the will for it. They 
want, and believe it is possible, to skip over the discipline, to find an easy 
shortcut to sainthood. They are unable to acknowledge the painful fact that 
they must start at the beginning and go through the middle." In other words, 
we have to let go of the myth that we’ll ever be great leaders by sitting on the 
couch, waiting for the backbone of character to be suddenly and magically 
transferred to us. As Paul says to his spiritual son, Timothy, you must “train 
yourself to be godly” (1 Tim 4:7). In fact, the Greek word for “self-
control” (enkrateia) = literally means “trained fitness.” Those who successfully 
resist temptation when they are under pressure, usually “trained” themselves to 
take moral steps in the right direction, when the pressure wasn’t so heavy. 

So, what might that mean for you and me? Well, if your area of un-discipline is 
speaking poorly of others behind their back when you’re irritated with them, try 
practice speaking well of somebody when you’re not. If it is eating the wrong 
things when you’re really hungry, try eating the right things when hunger is 
only barely gnawing. If it is lustful thoughts towards the opposite sex, try 
deliberately picturing such people the way God does -- as his beloved children 
-- when they’re not around. Forget trying to take giant strides at race time. 
Instead, between races, practice taking a small step in the right direction. Then 
another, and another. You’ll be amazed at the distance and speed you’ll travel 
when it really counts

IV

Let me close by observing that one of the most important ministries a FATHER 
will ever have is to model and mentor the practice of self-discipline, as we see it 
being lived out by Joseph. When one in five women are sexually assaulted 
during their college experience… When scores of people are shot to death by 
impassioned youth every week in our cities… When profanity and vulgarity has 
become commonplace in our media and political conversation… When doping 
is an ordinary way of getting ahead… it is time for all of us who occupy sacred 
roles of influence – and Fatherhood is certainly one of those – to focus further 
on teaching and demonstrating a life of self-discipline. 

As Leonard Wagner puts it: “The world needs men [and women] who cannot 
be bought; whose word is their bond; who put character above wealth; who 
are larger than their vocations; who do not hesitate to take chances; who do 
not lose their identity in a crowd; who will be as honest in small things as in 
great things; who will make no compromise with wrong; whose ambitions are 
not confined to their own selfish desires; who will not say they do it 'because 
everybody else does it;' who are true to their friends… in adversity as well as in 
prosperity; who do not believe that shrewdness and cunning are the best 



qualities for winning success; who are not ashamed to stand for the truth when 
it is unpopular; who can say 'no' with emphasis, although the rest of the world 
says 'yes.'“

In other words, the world needs leaders like Joseph. May God make YOU and 
ME and those we influence, wherever we are, THAT kind of of leader.

Let’s pray together...

O Holy God, like you did in Joseph before us... Develop in each of us a passion 
to push away from anything sinful, anything that would limit our fulfillment of 
the enormous spiritual potential you have placed within each of us. In moments 
of temptation, lift our heads and fix our eyes upon you O Lord, that Your 
beautiful holiness might eclipse that which would draw us down, that Your 
Holy Spirit might fill us with the second wind we need to do Your will. Then 
enable us to forget what lies behind and strain instead towards what is ahead, 
so that in personal and practical ways each one of us might run the good race 
of faith, and claim the prize of our high calling. Through Jesus Christ our Lord. 
Amen.
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