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Tim has never been afraid to run over or through an opponent. On the field, he is as relentless as Attila the Hun, as unstoppable as a Mack truck plowing through a roadblock. (AP Photo/Phil Sandlin)




INTRODUCTION
HE’S PLAYING WITH PURPOSE IN THE BIG APPLE

Here we go again.

Tim Tebow, who—according to a Sports Illustrated cover headline, “demands that you watch”—finds himself starting all over now that he’s donning the hunter-green No. 15 jersey of the New York Jets for the 2012 NFL season.

We all wonder what will transpire—but half the fun of sports is not knowing the outcome. When Tim has the ball in his hands, anything can happen. He certainly grabbed our attention as the biggest football story of 2011, taking the reins of a 1–4 Denver team headed for oblivion and single-handedly spearheading the Broncos to their first AFC West division title in six years—plus an incredible playoff win against the Pittsburgh Steelers.

The Broncos leadership was so thrilled by the turnaround that they went out and signed free agent Peyton Manning to quarterback the team in 2012.

Don’t let the door hit you on your way out of town, Tim. But thanks for the memories, especially that sweet pass you threw to Demaryius Thomas against the Steelers.

Now he’s taking his act to Broadway, playing in America’s biggest city, the epicenter of the media universe. He’s always worn his Christian faith on the sleeve of his football jersey, and that won’t change in New York. Will the Jets’ prickly fans and wise-guy New York media mock him, respect his faith, or just be apathetic? Nobody knows which direction the wind will blow—but it was revealing that Virgin Airlines quickly offered Tim unlimited free flights to London, as long as he remains sexually pure. (A virgin, get it?)

Whatever happens in the 2012 season, you can figure that Tim will continue to be one of the most talked-about football players in America. And if he gets a chance to play—or even leapfrogs Mark Sanchez for the starting job—watch out. He’ll once again become the most discussed, dissected, and debated athlete on ESPN, the arbiter of what’s important in the sports world.

This fishbowl existence has been part of Tim’s world since he burst on the scene in 2006 as a true freshman quarterback at the University of Florida. When he’s in public, he’s a compelling figure who draws stares from bystanders, screams from fans, and clicks from cell phone cameras. He’s been called the NFL version of a total solar eclipse, blotting out nearly every other name or topic in the football world.

His smile melts hearts. His demeanor is humble and earnest. His attitude is respectful to elders and authority figures (like coaches), and his faith moves mountains. His work ethic is off the charts. He’s so good-natured and likable that you want to bottle him up and take him home to the family.

Admit it—you can’t keep your eyes off him. The camera loves Tim Tebow. His emotions on the field run the gamut: full-throated exhortations to his teammates, fist pumps and bear hugs after big plays and touchdowns, broad smiles and gracious interviews after victories, and emotional on-the-field meetings with youngsters fighting a terminal disease or physical disfigurement.

If football was show business (and, in many ways, that’s a good metaphor for a city with Times Square and the Great White Way theater district), Tim’s charisma and poise—that special “it”—defines his uniqueness, fortitude, determination, and belief in himself. He has an amazing presence on and off the field as well as a wonderful alliterative roll to his name.

Tim Tebow generates so much heat and attention because his outsized personality broke the mold for the quarterback position during a four-year career at Florida. Things haven’t changed since he’s been in the NFL. Once he plants his feet under or behind the center, he plays QB like it’s his personal fiefdom. He’s as relentless as Attila the Hun, as unstoppable as a Mack truck plowing through a roadblock. Now if he could just pass a little better.

His agent, Jimmy Sexton, has predicted that Tim will become the most marketable athlete in history—and that seems more likely now that he’s playing for a New York team. Even before he was traded to the Jets, however, the endorsement deals piled up like snowdrifts along Fifth Avenue. Jockey underwear. Nike shoes. FRS energy drinks. During his rookie year with Denver, his No. 15 Broncos jersey led the league in sales in 2010 and was second last season to the forest green jersey belonging to the Green Bay Packers’ Aaron Rodgers, another Christian quarterback who’s at the top of his game.

“But nobody seems to have popped out quite like Tebow,” said Darin David, account director for The Marketing Arm agency.

Everyone wants to be associated with him. Jockey, the underwear company, featured Tim in catalogs and TV and print advertisements because “Jockey’s interest in Tim goes beyond football,” the company announced. “He is dedicated to community service, and his work ethic, positive attitude, and leadership skills are unquestionable.”

Expect more companies like Jockey to launch Tim Tebow campaigns in the future—or maybe we’ll see some type of film endeavor. Following the 2011 season, he signed with William Morris Endeavor, one of Hollywood’s top talent agencies. WME will be the point for any of Tim’s off-the-field pursuits, such as endorsements, books, personal appearances, and any television or movie roles pitched his way.

But don’t worry—Tim hasn’t gone Hollywood on us. It’s not in his DNA or his upbringing.


1
IN THE BEGINNING

Timothy Richard Tebow was born August 14, 1987, in the Philippines.

In a manger.

Because his parents were told there was no room at the inn.

The part about Tim being born in the Philippines is true, but we’re just having fun with his “nativity story.” But this is the sort of mythmaking that happens when they start calling you “The Chosen One”—in high school.

Tim was born in Makati City, part of metro Manila, because his parents, Bob and Pam Tebow, were living in the Philippines as missionaries at the time. Bob and Pam met at the University of Florida in 1967, when Bob was a sophomore and Pam was a freshman. Even back then, Bob knew his life’s goal: to share the message of Jesus Christ with others.

That was certainly a different goal than the one set forth by his father, whom Bob described as a workaholic who moved the family from Alabama to California to Florida as he developed a business in sales and finance. “Growing up, I knew my goal was to get a job and make a million dollars,” Bob said.

That desire evaporated during a high school ski trip organized by Young Life, a ministry that reaches out to adolescents. The slopes were bare from warm weather that winter, which kept the Young Life group indoors for presentations and lectures. There, Bob heard the gospel message and became a Christian, a choice that would shape the rest of his life.

When Bob started attending the University of Florida, he and a close friend, Ander Crenshaw (who in 2001 began a career as a member of the U.S. House of Representatives, representing Florida’s 4th congressional district) started a Campus Crusade for Christ chapter on the Gainesville campus.

Bob met Pam when he was publicizing a Campus Crusade event. She was the daughter of a U.S. Army colonel who moved frequently, with many of his postings beyond U.S. borders. Pam settled in Tampa during her high school years.

Bob and Pam became friends, and their first date came a year later, when Bob invited Pam to join him at … a football game between the University of Florida and the University of Georgia. The rivalry game was played each year at a neutral site: Jacksonville. The Gators won, which may have been a sign of good things to come.

Their love blossomed, and they graduated together from the University of Florida in 1971—he with a degree in health and human performance, and she with a degree from the College of Journalism and Communications. They married that summer and moved to Portland, Oregon, where Bob enrolled at Western Seminary to earn master’s degrees in divinity and theology.

The extra schooling took five years. When Bob was finished, he and Pam moved back to Florida, where he became the area representative for the Fellowship of Christian Athletes (FCA) in the northeastern part of the state. Even though Bob had to raise his own support, he and Pam felt financially secure enough to start a family. After their first child, Christy, arrived in 1976, the parents spaced out Katie, Robby, Peter, and the family caboose—Tim—over the next 11 years.

Beginning in 1976, the Tebows started making major moves every three years. After a three-year stint with the FCA (1976–1979), Bob moved into church ministry at Southside Baptist Church in Jacksonville, where he was the associate pastor for three years until 1982. Then, for the next three years, he served as pastor of Cornerstone Community Church, also in Jacksonville.

While at Cornerstone, Bob embarked on a life-changing missionary trip to the Philippines. During the visit, he received what he believed was a summons he could not deny: God was calling him to become a missionary in the Philippines.

Bob and Pam believed then, as they do now, that God had been preparing their hearts for the mission field. Though they had been praying He would open this door, think about how difficult the undertaking must have been for the family, especially Pam: she had three children, ages eight, six, and four, as well as an infant son, Peter, who was born in 1984. To pull up stakes in Jacksonville, where her husband was a respected pastor with a bright career ahead, and resettle the family in a Third World country must have bordered upon the unreal for her.
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The Gators had three 13–1 years when Tim played, but the 2007 season was the low point. On January 1, 2008, a 41–35 loss to the Michigan Wolverines in the Florida Citrus Bowl dropped Florida to 9–4 for the season. (AP Photo/Scott A. Miller)


They would move 12 time zones and almost exactly halfway around the world to Southeast Asia, a 19-hour plane trip that would take her far from the comforts of home. The logistics had to be daunting, the heartbreak of leaving behind friends and family gut-wrenching. They would have to sell most of their personal belongings. But to her credit, Pam never blinked. Living abroad as a young girl had certainly prepared her for this time in their lives. Besides, she was convinced this was God’s will for the family, and she was fine with that.

The Tebows settled outside Manila, capital city of the Philippines, and the transition went as smoothly as they dared to hope. Filipinos were being trained as pastors, and countless locals were embracing the Christian faith. The Tebow kids—who had yet to reach their teenage years—acclimated well. “It wasn’t always easy, but it was a wonderful time for our family,” Pam said. “We learned a lot—you always learn a lot when you [live in] a Third World country.”

A year after their arrival, Bob was in a remote village in the mountains in Mindanao, playing The Jesus Film on a white sheet that hung between two coconut trees. “I was showing a film and preaching that night,” he told Sports Illustrated. “I was weeping over the millions of babies being [aborted] in America, and I prayed, ‘God, if you give me a son, if you give me Timmy, I’ll raise him to be a preacher.”

The previous sentence is taken word-for-word from a Sports Illustrated article that ran in the summer of 2009. Did you notice the editorializing? Writer Austin Murphy and/or the SI editors inserted the word “aborted” in brackets to signify that the magazine was not using the original word Bob said (or, in this case, wrote, because Bob Tebow was responding to questions that had been e-mailed to him).

What do you think Bob originally typed? Since he is ardently pro-life, you have to figure he tapped out this sentence on his computer screen:

I was weeping over the millions of babies being killed in America …

That’s how strongly he—and Pam—felt about abortion, which stops a beating heart and ends the life of a growing human being. Their hearts wept at the carnage of 4,000 abortions that happen every day—1.5 million each year—in the United States.

Sports Illustrated—and the Tebows would tell you the world feels the same way—didn’t like the starkness or the reality of the word killed. So they chose to insert aborted instead. More clinical. Easier to brush off, sweep under the rug.

And then Pam got pregnant with Tim, and she and Bob suddenly had to confront their beliefs about the sanctity of life and the sovereignty of Almighty God.

A CHOICE

When Pam became pregnant with Tim, she was 37 years old, living 9,000 miles from home, the mother of four energetic children, and the wife of a missionary pastor.

The pregnancy was not unexpected. In fact, she and Bob very much desired to have a fifth child. They had been praying for Timmy by name—to this day, they still call him “Timmy,” not “Tim”—before she conceived. They wanted to name their son after the young church leader named Timothy, who received a pair of letters from the apostle Paul that now appear in the New Testament.

Just before she became pregnant, however, Pam contracted amoebic dysentery, a disease caused by bacteria transmitted through contaminated drinking water. Dysentery is common in developing and tropical countries like the Philippines and is not to be taken lightly—between 40,000 and 100,000 people die worldwide each year of amoebic dysentery. The disease causes inflammation of the intestines and bloody, severe diarrhea. Dysentery was the leading cause of death in the Philippines.

Pam fell into a coma and was treated aggressively with a series of strong antimicrobial drugs. As she came out of the coma and her condition stabilized, she continued to take the powerful medications.

Then, when she took a pregnancy test, the stick turned blue.

Pam recalled reading a label on her prescription warning that the antimicrobial drug could cause “severe birth defects.” She immediately discontinued the treatment protocol, fearing harm had already been done to the life growing inside her. When she told her doctor what had transpired, her worst fears were confirmed—she heard that her “fetus” had been irreversibly damaged. That being the case, the doctor recommended that she “discontinue” the pregnancy—in other words, have an abortion.

Actually, “They didn’t recommend,” Pam said. “They didn’t really give me a choice. That was the only option they gave me.”

To Pam and Bob, there was a lot more than a “fetus” growing inside her womb. This was a life, not a glob of tissue or a “product” of conception. Since the Tebows believed God was the author of life—and death—there was no doubt in their minds that they would trust Him in this perilous situation for both Pam and the unborn child.

Pam and Bob’s decision was set in concrete, and their determination to see the pregnancy through didn’t waver when Pam’s doctor said that her placenta had detached from the uterine wall—a dangerous development known as placental abruption. Pam was a high-risk patient living in the Philippine countryside, and a severe condition like this one could have easily killed her. Once again, she was counseled to abort—to save her own life. Certainly she would be justified in taking this measure. But Pam wouldn’t consider it.

“We were determined to trust the Lord with the children He would give us,” she said in an interview with Focus on the Family president Jim Daly, taped after she and Tim completed filming their Super Bowl commercial in 2010. “And if God called me to give up my life, then He would take care of my family.”

Bottom line: Pam Tebow wasn’t just willing to risk her life for Timmy; she actually chose to risk her life so her son might live.

At the seventh month of her crisis pregnancy, Pam traveled to Manila, where she went on bed rest and received around-the-clock care from an American-trained physician. It was a touch-and-go pregnancy the entire way, and she and Bob prayed earnestly that God would give them the chance to raise the son they would name Timmy.

On her due date, August 14, Pam gave birth to Tim—and the family learned just how serious the placental abruption had been. “There was a great big clump of blood that came out where the placenta wasn’t properly attached, basically for the whole nine months,” Bob said in an interview with Focus on the Family. “He was a miracle baby.”

He was also skinny and long—like the malnourished newborn he was. The Tebows asked friends and family to pray that their newborn son would grow up big and strong. “It was amazing that God spared him, but we knew God had His hand on his life,” Bob said. “We all, through the years, have told Timmy that.”


2
BACK IN THE USA

When Tim was three years old, the Tebows decided to move back to Florida, closer to home and family. After laying a strong foundation and sending pastors out into the fields, Bob felt he could run the Bob Tebow Evangelistic Association from a distance while making periodic trips to the western Pacific. He could also better organize short-term and summer mission trips to the Philippines while living stateside.

The family moved back to the Jacksonville area, to a 44-acre farm tucked between the city and the tranquil setting of Baldwin. When Tim was a kindergartner, he joined his four older sisters and brothers at a special school with a limited enrollment—the Tebow Homeschool.

Homeschooling was becoming better known to the general public in the 1980s, thanks to pioneers like Dr. Raymond Moore and his wife, Dorothy—educators who became vocal advocates for homeschooling, particularly among Christian families. Parents purchased curriculum packages and teaching aids geared to their children’s ages. The Tebows were early adopters, beginning in 1982 with Christy.
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After winning the 2008 BCS National Championship against Oklahoma, Tim and the Florida team greeted 42,000 Gators fans at The Swamp. “Let’s do it again!” he exclaimed, saying he would return for his senior year at Florida. (AP Photo/Phil Sandlin)


Let’s face it: homeschooling was a radical idea back then, and it’s still looked upon in many circles as strange. How can children learn enough to get a good education or get into college if they don’t receive instruction from trained teachers in public and private school classrooms?

The Tebows had some clear ideas about how they wanted to raise their children. They were wary of worldly influences intruding upon their five offspring—outside influences that would smack them the moment they stepped on the school bus. They were also greatly concerned about the moral and cultural values conveyed in the public school classrooms.

So Bob and Pam sought a different approach. They wanted to inspire their children to love God, live excellently, be humble, and serve their fellow man. As hands-on parents who would alone be responsible for their children’s formal educations, they would closely monitor what came into the home and be intentional about the lessons their children would learn.

“If I could get my kids to the age of 25 and they knew God and served God and had character qualities that pleased God, then I knew God would be happy and I would be happy,” Bob said. “The only way I could do that was to do it myself, commit to God that this is my job. Traditional academics had to take a backseat to God’s Word and character-building.”

They started homeschooling Christy, Katie, Robby, and Peter before the family moved to the Philippines. Pam taught them the Three R’s—reading, ‘riting, and ‘rithmetic—plus other subjects as they got older. Everything their children learned would be taught through the prism of the Bible, with an emphasis on learning how to speak in public. Bob and Pam wanted each of their children to feel comfortable and confident in communicating their beliefs.

Memorizing Bible verses, as well as life lessons, were foundational to learning in the Tebow home. For instance, Proverbs 27:2 (New King James Version) taught the children not to brag on themselves:


Let another man praise you, and not your own mouth;

A stranger, and not your own lips.



Bob and Pam believed humility was one of the greatest measures of a person’s character, so they constantly had their children memorize Bible verses on humility, such as:


•    Remember how the LORD your God led you all the way in the desert these forty years, to humble you and to test you in order to know what was in your heart, whether or not you would keep his commands (Deuteronomy 8:2).

•    You save the humble, but your eyes are on the haughty to bring them low (2 Samuel 22:28).

•    When pride comes, then comes disgrace, but with humility comes wisdom (Proverbs 11:2).

•    The fear of the LORD teaches a man wisdom, and humility comes before honor (Proverbs 15:33).

•    Humility and the fear of the Lord bring wealth and honor and life (Proverbs 22:4).



When the children weren’t memorizing Bible verses or doing schoolwork, they learned discipline through chores like taking out the trash, vacuuming, making their beds, and washing dishes. That was just the beginning, since there was always work to do on such a large property dotted with pines and grassy fields—mowing the grass, building fences, feeding the cows.

The parents turned a half-acre plot behind the house into a vegetable garden, and the children learned the value of stoop labor. They weeded with hoes and planted and cared for the vegetables that fed their family of seven year-round. They slaughtered and ate the cows they raised. Bucking fallen trees in the “back 40” was another way Bob instilled the value of physical labor in his sons.

Bob and Pam had a firm rule in the Tebow household: no complaining. That rule must have stuck because you can’t call Tim Tebow a grumbler or whiner today. The characteristic has shown itself on the football field. While Tim deeply hates losing at anything, he’s never been one to offer excuses.

NO GRAND PLAN

It’s a great quip, a superb sound bite, and something Bob Tebow has repeated many times over the years. It goes like this:

“I asked God for a preacher, and He gave me a quarterback.”

There was no grand plan in the Tebow family to raise a great athlete, let alone a star quarterback who would become an NFL starter. In the Tebow household, sports were low-key. They had to be, if you think about it. During their five years in the Philippines, there was no such thing as Little League or AYSO soccer for Tim’s older brothers and sisters. The kids played outside, ran around, did things that kids do. But there were no “travel teams” in the Philippines.

After the Tebow family returned to Florida, Christy played some tennis, and Katie was a runner. Tim’s older brothers Robby and Peter got into youth baseball and football. The parents kept everything in perspective; they knew getting exercise was good for the body, but they didn’t want their schedules revolving around sports. The Tebows were into competition, though. “There was no mercy in our family,” Bob said. “Katie, every once in a while, would show you mercy, but everyone else would cut your throat.”

The Tebow family’s competitive streak extended beyond sports. Board games like Monopoly quickly deteriorated into overheated emotions when a simple roll of the dice landed one of the Tebow kids on Boardwalk or Park Place teeming with red hotels. And woe to the Risk players when their territories were captured. When Bob taught each of his children how to play chess, the sparks would fly following a checkmate.
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At the University of the Florida, Tim was a juggernaut who could beat opponents with his arm or his legs. Big and broad-shouldered, he broke the mold for the quarterback and dominated the field. (AP Photo/John Raoux)


Bob said he never let any of the children beat him at chess—and no one can topple his king to this day. The last time he challenged anyone to take him on, there were no takers. “It’s pretty dog-eat-dog around here,” he said. “They know the outcome.”

With that thought in mind, Bob noticed something about Tim, even when his son was a five-year-old: he had a tremendous arm and impressive hand-eye coordination—as well as the Tebow competitive streak. Tim threw left-handed, but that was his natural side, so Bob didn’t try to change him.

Tim could throw a football with excellent velocity for a pint-sized tyke, and when he had a bat in his hand, he could swing and hit the ball squarely. His parents thought he’d have fun playing T-ball, the pressureless entry point for youth baseball, so they signed him up. There’s no live pitching in T-ball; each batter steps up to the plate and swings at a ball placed on a plastic tee. Once the player hits the ball into fair territory, he starts running.

Many five-year-olds are clueless about how baseball is played, and some prefer to lie down in the outfield and watch the clouds roll by. Not Tim, who played second base for the White Sox. If he had another gift besides pure athleticism, it was awareness of his surroundings. He would get perturbed when the other kids didn’t know what was going on, as Guerry Smith described on Rivals.com:


Some of his teammates were picking at the ground without even paying attention. How is that possible? he wondered. There’s a game going on. Focus on the game. He heard players say they were out there for the snow cone they would get when the game was over. Not Tebow. The competition was all that mattered at the moment. He heard his coach say, “You don’t have to play to win. Just play to have fun,” and he could not comprehend the mindset. It’s not fun if you don’t win, he said to himself. He was dumbfounded. He was also five years old.



Tim also played Pop Warner football. As one of the bigger kids on the team, he played tight end on offense and linebacker on defense. Then one day, when he was 11 years old, his coach, David Hess, watched him practice and said to himself, This kid is such a talented athlete. He’d make a good quarterback.

Hess asked Tim to get down on one knee and throw the ball as far as he could. The youngster heaved the ball 30 yards in the air. After that, Tim was lining up behind center. “Guess that’s my claim to fame,” Coach Hess said years later.

People who knew Tim during his Pop Warner days are still telling Tebow stories—like the time he lined up behind center on his team’s 20-yard line and saw the tackles cheating a bit. Instead of taking the snap and tossing the ball to the tailback—the play called in the huddle—Tim ran a quarterback sneak … all the way into the end zone, 80 yards away.

When Tim wasn’t flying past defenders, he was running over players who dared get in his way. Linebackers who searched for Tim in the open field to deliver a hit stopped searching after the first time they collided with him.

Then there was the tremendous arm strength his father first saw back on the farm. Tim was heaving the ball 50 yards in the air as a sixth grader, and everyone who saw him throw thought, Wait until he gets to high school.

Except Tim was homeschooled. How was he going to play high school football when he wasn’t even going to go to high school?
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