Gary Lineker makes emotional exit from Match of the Day after 26 years amid social media controversy
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Gary Lineker's final appearance as the long-standing presenter of BBC's Match of the Day marks the end of an era, concluding a relationship with the broadcaster that spanned 26 years. In a moment filled with a mix of nostalgia and tension, Lineker opened the broadcast with a self-deprecating joke, reflecting the recent controversies that have surrounded him. “It wasn't meant to end this way,” he remarked, alluding to the circumstances that led to his earlier-than-planned exit from a programme that has become synonymous with his identity.
Lineker’s departure follows a significant backlash triggered by his social media activity. While sharing a pro-Palestinian post, he inadvertently included an image of a rat, a symbol historically associated with antisemitic propaganda, which provoked outrage. Following this incident, he issued an apology, stating, “I would never knowingly share anything antisemitic,” and acknowledged the hurt it caused. His decision to step back, he explained, felt like the responsible course of action considering the sensitivities involved.
The controversy reinforces a long-standing tension between Lineker and BBC management regarding the broadcaster's impartiality guidelines. Previously, in March 2023, he had faced removal from his presenting role after making comments that were perceived as politically charged, namely a comparison of the UK government's language regarding asylum seekers to 1930s Germany. Such incidents have consistently placed him at odds with the BBC's commitment to neutrality.
Despite these challenges, Lineker remains a significant figure in football broadcasting. His illustrious playing career, marked by stints at clubs like Tottenham Hotspur and Barcelona, alongside his role as the highest-paid presenter at the BBC—with an annual salary estimated at £1.4 million—adds to his public profile. Although he anticipated stepping down at the end of the season, he had initially planned to cover not only the FA Cup but also the upcoming 2026 FIFA World Cup.
As he transitions away from Match of the Day, his contributions to the sport will continue through ventures such as his podcast, The Rest is Football, co-hosted with former players. The BBC has confirmed that while he will no longer present Match of the Day, he will still commentate on the FA Cup and World Cup coverage, ensuring that his voice remains a part of football’s ongoing narrative.
This moment of departure is significant not only for Lineker but for the BBC as well, as it navigates its role in broadcasting impartiality against a backdrop of politically charged discussions. With the pressures of public sentiment and internal policies pushing for adherence to neutrality, Lineker’s exit illustrates the complexities faced by public figures in navigating political discourse within their professional spheres.
His legacy, built over decades, will not be easily forgotten, as he has shaped football broadcasting in the UK and has continuously engaged with the public on vital socio-political issues. As he steps back, it remains to be seen how this pivotal moment will influence both his future and the broader landscape of sports journalism.
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