
Push-ups 

I Corinthians 16:13-14 

 

 Good morning!  Welcome to the second Sunday of May, Mother’s Day.  It is good to 

connect with all of you on Zoom.  The state of emergency continues, but I am thankful that we 

can all connect at the same time, see each other through our screens, and worship together today. 

 Today’s passage is from one of Paul’s letters.  Paul is writing a letter here to a church in 

the city of Corinth.  It seems like Paul and this church have a really good relationship.  At the 

beginning of this letter, Paul starts off by praising the Corinthians. He writes, “I always thank 

God for you.”  Through this correspondence of letters, Paul and the Corinthian Church are 

supporting and praying for each other. 

 Toward the end of the letter is today’s passage.  “Be on your guard; stand firm in the 

faith; be men of courage; be strong.  Do everything in love.”  What do you think of this passage? 

We probably skip over it quickly when we are reading I Corinthians.  These verses seem like 

some sort of greeting or nice closing words, something that you can skip over and not pay much 

attention to.  If we stop to look at it, though, these parts where it says “Be strong.” “Be men of 

courage; be strong.”  “Stand firm in the faith; be men of courage; be strong” are a little 

disturbing.  If someone says, “Be strong!”, is that something I can do?  If I am weak, can I hear 

someone say, “Be strong!” and suddenly become strong?  What am I supposed to do?  It’s 

impossible to “be strong” on the spot. 

 Recently, because of the coronavirus, I have been in charge of my daughter’s school 

studies.  Since we cannot really leave the house, we have been doing little exercises inside every 

day.  I don’t really like exercise, but for health’s sake we had to do something.  So, I started 

trying to teach my daughter to do push-ups.  Push-ups are hard at the beginning.  No matter how 

hard you push on the floor, getting up for the first time is difficult.  The first step is the biggest.  

You can push and push and not move.  If someone says, “Push!” or I will give you 100 yen for 

every push-up you do, no matter how much you increase the motivation level, that first push-up 

is hard.  This experience made me remember my own childhood.  When I was a child, I was a 

short kid with skinny arms and no muscle.  When I was in high school, I went to the doctor’s 

office for a checkup.  Because I had no real chest muscle, when the doctor listened to my heart 

he said, “Oh!  It’s so loud.  I am not used to listening to hearts this close.”  I really did not like 

push-ups.  Watching my daughter do push-ups, I remembered how hard it was.   

 My father was different.  He was a wrestler in high school.  At one point, he became very 

interested in bodybuilding.  On his bookshelf, he had books by Arnold Schwarzenegger, and 

around our house there was various weightlifting equipment.  That stuff is all gone now, but, for 

a while, it was my father’s hobby.  He was a person who could do exercise. 



 If a person like him said to a skinny armed boy like me, “Be strong!”, that would not 

really be much help.  If a strong person says to a weak person, “Be strong!”, nothing happens.  

This verse of Paul’s letter kind of feels that way.  If you say, “Have faith!”, “Be strong!”, nothing 

really changes.  For someone weak like me who is reading those words, what am I supposed to 

do? 

 Recently, I have been reading a book of sermons by the German theologian, Paul Tillich.  

When he read this passage, he felt disconcerted.  Sometimes in the church, those who are strong 

look at the weak, imitate this verse in Paul, and say something like “Be strong!” to the weaker 

member.  Sometimes the strong people forget their own weaknesses and put pressure on other 

people.  For those of us who are weak, what are we supposed to think?  It makes you want to 

pretend you are strong.  You can’t just “be strong,” so rather than have people saying, “be 

strong!” to you week after week, it is easier to hide your weakness and pretend you have it all 

together.  But, I do not think that was Paul’s goal.  That would be the path toward creating a 

community of lies and facades.  When Tillich read this passage, he said, “Oh, Paul here is talking 

to a church that is a strong church already, which is why he is using this phrase.  A church where 

people pretend they are strong or pretend they have faith would just become a sick church.  

Better than pretending is having a place where the weak could say, “I am weak” or the people 

who are struggling could say, “I am struggling.”  Creating a church where that is possible is 

important.  If “Be strong!” was a command to everyone, then it would be an impossible 

command for many.”  If the strong use this passage and command weaker people, it would not 

be an encouragement, it would just crush the weaker people. 

 But if we look at this macho, “Be strong and manly” verse 13, the next verse is a little 

different.  Verse 14 says, “Do everything with love.”  What happened here?  Have we fallen 

from the macho, muscle world of verse 13 into the soft and fuzzy world of emotions in verse 14?  

No, I do not think so.  Paul’s definition of love is not soft and fuzzy.  In this same letter, we have 

chapter 13 where Paul talks about the traits of love, the type of love he has in mind here.  “Love 

is patient, love is kind.  It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud.  It is not rude, it is not 

self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs.  Love does not delight in evil 

but rejoices with truth.  It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.  Love 

never fails.”  So, when Paul says, “love,” it is not an emotion.  It is a new way of living, a new 

life-stance.  This is not a soft and fluffy love.  Inside these words about love, we can see a new 

world open.  Even after 2000 years, fully living out the type of love written about here is still 

difficult.  Sometimes, I fight with my wife.  Sometimes I really want to complain under my 

breath about someone.  If people could really live out this type of love fully, we would live in a 

different world.  It is interesting, then, that Paul connects this kind, patient love in verse 14 with 

the macho “be strong” in verse 13.  For Paul, these two things go together.  The Christians at the 

church in Corinth are strong, but the strong must remember to do everything with love. 

 If you are weak, if possible, you want to become strong.  But how do you become strong?  

If a strong person says, “Be strong!” it does not help, but if that person would be with you, that 



might help.  If that strong person could listen, understand my weaknesses and then cheer me on, 

that might be an encouragement.  A person stronger than me who could accept me with kindness 

and patience would be a person who could say, “Hang in there!  Keep going!” and be a true 

source of energy.  Carefully seeing the other person and trying to understand them is love.  As 

Christians, we do not say that a strong Christian is a person who does everything perfectly and 

follows all the rules.  Love is the mark of strength for a Christian.  That is how you teach push-

ups. 

 At the beginning of doing push-ups, no matter how much you push on the ground, 

nothing happens.  If I tell my daughter, “DO A PUSH-UP!”  nothing happens.  However, laying 

there and pushing the floor is a good start.  It is something that should be cheered.  With 

kindness and patience, we can cheer those beginnings.  Sometime, the person will “get it” and be 

able to push off the ground.  I cannot do a push-up for that person.  I have to wait, hope, and 

cheer that person where they are. 

 That and I can do it with them.  When you exercise with someone who is stronger than 

you, you can run farther and do more push-ups than before.  When I was in college, I had 

homework for a health class.  That homework was running.  I would take the same path over and 

over again.  I would always run out of energy at the same bridge.  I could not seem to make 

much progress beyond that one bridge.  One day, though, a friend of mine who was really good 

at running ran with me.  From the beginning, it was obvious that he was much better than I was, 

could run much farther, much faster.  Even so, he wanted to run with me.  When I ran with him, I 

went further than the bridge.  After that, I hit my limit and he kept running on, but I could see 

that having a strong friend run with you is a very good thing.  For someone who is weak like me, 

having someone who supports what I can do, what I am right now, opens new possibilities.  I 

want to say to that person, “Be strong.  Your strength makes me stronger.”  The strength of love 

is that it can see people as they are and accept them.  Love is strength than strengthens those 

around it. 

 A few years ago, I did an internship at a church in Kentucky.  The pastor of that church 

worked quite a bit with drug addicts.  For those people, often drugs were not their only problem.  

They had trouble with the police, broken family relationships, difficulties with money and 

keeping a house, and they would sometimes fall back into addiction.  Their lives were full of 

very difficult, complicated problems.  The pastor of that church did not have the same 

experiences.  He was never a drug addict.  His life did not tend to have the same level of dire 

problems and emergencies.  He had a stable family life.  It was like he lived in a separate world 

from the people he was working with.  He was, from a certain point of view, a strong person, 

with a certain amount of control over his life.  So, what kind of relationship could he have with 

these former drug addicts?  Every week, he would put chairs in a circle and while drinking coffee, 

the pastor and these former drug addicts would talk about this week’s problems, the successes, 

the goals for next week.  He would listen carefully to what everyone said, be sad for the failures, 

and cheer for the goals that were reached week by week.  Even though these people had so many 



pressing problems, he would support them in making the smallest goals for next week.  If that 

goal was “This week I am going to call my parents,” then, even if he knew there was a mountain 

of other problems that could be addressed, the next week he would kindly ask, “Did you call 

your parents?”  When it was time for that pastor to speak in the circle, he would talk about his 

own weaknesses, and he would also make a goal.  The next week, his friends in the circle would 

ask how it went, whether he met that goal.  Little by little, little by little, people would change.  

Little by little, new possibilities opened.  That is the strength of love.   

Let’s pray, 

Dear God, 

Whether we are weak or strong, thank you for accepting us.  We want to be strong, but please 

help us to see Jesus’s love and learn to be strong in that way.  We want to be people of 

gentleness and patience who strengthen the people around us.  Please help us to be people who 

cheer each other on and support each other.  Help us to be people who can run alongside 

someone, and push on in our own way, to our own ability.   

In Jesus’s name I pray,  

Amen.     


