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The Good Purpose 

Reading from the Old Testament:  Proverbs 10:23; 11:12; 11:17; 12:18; 15:1; 15:4 

Reading from the New Testament:  Romans 15:1-13 

I think that maybe a good barometer for the question of whether 

the article you are reading on the web is in the neighborhood of 

trustworthy or accurate would be the clickbait that accompanies it. If 

the links surrounding your article say something like: 27 photos from 

Woodstock that were hidden for a reason or Little Hercules has grown up 

and you won’t believe what he looks like now, it may be that you need to 

check your sources and do a bit more extensive research. If your article 

is accompanied by the unsettling and obviously doctored photo of the 

skinny guy with the bicep the size of a watermelon, it’s time to look for 

a different source, though I have seen a few guys at the Y who are 

certainly attempting to duplicate it.  

I saw a recent photo of a kid I knew back when he was a third-

grader and it appeared that years of bench presses, squats, and curls 

had morphed his physique into something that looked cartoonish. Put it 

this way, shove this photo in Michelangelo’s face while he’s sculpting 

David, and he’d say, “Well, that’s just a little over-the-top.” At what 
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point do you look in the mirror, put down the barbell, and say, “That’ll 

do.” 

It raises the question of how you define strength? Ralph Waldo 

Emerson said, “Shallow men believe in luck. Strong men believe in 

cause and effect.” Napoleon said, “The strong man is the one who is able 

to intercept at will the communication between the senses and the 

mind.” And, of course, you know what they say about Chuck Norris, 

“Brett Favre can throw a football over 50 yards. Chuck Norris can 

throw Brett Favre even further.” “Chuck Norris doesn't play "hide-and-

seek." He plays "hide-and-pray-I-don't-find-you." Chuck “is the only 

person who can punch a cyclops between the eye,” bowl a perfect game 

with a marble, cut a knife with butter, and remember, Chuck never 

dials a wrong number. You pick up the wrong phone.” Is that strength? 

Measured by the capacity to intimidate, the muscle or weapons to harm, 

inflict terror, oppress the vulnerable? Is that strength? 

I read an article this week about the sickest, and not in a good 

way, ultramarathon in Ohio. It’s called Big Dog’s Backyard Ultra and 

competitors this year came from twenty different countries around the 

globe. The concept is simple and sadistic. Race founder and organizer, 
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Gary Cantrell, says, "You'll wonder how someone can inflict so much 

pain without a weapon.” Runners must complete a 4.167-mile loop every 

hour. After finishing one hour's loop they can rest, eat and use the Port-

a-Potties until the next hour's loop starts. Fail to complete a loop before 

time elapses, you're out. Complete one but fail to appear on time in the 

starting corral for the next one, you're out … The race has no finish line, 

is always tied, and is always sudden death.” Last one standing wins, 

everyone else is DNF – did not finish. Fifty hours and 208 miles later, 

the field of 72 has whittled down to four. Add 10 hours and 42 miles to 

that and 39-year-old Maggie Guterl is declared the winner when her 

last competitor can’t make it to the starting corral for the 61st loop. 250 

miles in 60 hours. (Jessica Smetana, Sports Illustrated) 

Is that strength? It’s insane, but yes, you’d have to say such 

endurance is a type of strength. The Bible speaks often of the 

connection between endurance and strength. Paul counsels that 

“suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and 

character produces hope.” In Hebrews we are challenged to “run with 

perseverance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus the pioneer 

and perfecter of our faith, who for the sake of the joy that was set before 
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him endured the cross.” So, yes, endurance is essential to strength in 

the life of faith. But the Big Dog is not going to be seeing me in his 

backyard ultra … ever.  

Napoleon said, “Courage isn't having the strength to go on - it is 

going on when you don't have strength.” Yet, there is much more to 

strength than endurance and an indomitable will. Maybe Judith Viorst 

is onto something. She said, “Strength is the capacity to break a 

Hershey bar into four pieces with your bare hands - and then eat just 

one of the pieces.” Strength is not just about what you can lift or what 

you can do or what you can endure. It is also very often revealed in 

what you don’t do even when you can – be indifferent to suffering; 

exclude the stranger; mock someone’s difference. Strength is often 

choosing not to harm someone just because you can.  

Paul says, “We who are strong ought to put up with the failings of 

the weak, and not to please ourselves. Each of us must please our 

neighbor for the good purpose of building up the neighbor.” At first 

glance, that could appear rather proud and patronizing. Oh, how sad for 

you, that you in all your great wisdom and might must be held back 

from Olympic gold and Nobel laurels for the sake of us little weak ones. 
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However, this is not what Paul is implying. Earlier in this letter, Paul 

challenges believers with this thought which should probably be 

engraved above every entrance and every exit here. He said, “take 

thought for what is noble in the sight of all.” 

In the chapter prior to our text today, Paul acknowledges a 

primary challenge/threat to community. Everyone has opinions. And 

what do we know about opinions? When your opinion is challenged, you 

get defensive, and when you get defensive, you get ornery, irascible; and 

not only that, you’ll double down on your opinion to the extent you treat 

it like a conviction even if confronted with solid evidence that 

contradicts your opinion/conviction/blind spot. Hmmm, I wonder where 

I could find an example of this? Setting aside the easy targets, we don’t 

have to bridge the DC Beltway to see this. We just need to look in the 

mirror. 

Opinions so easily become self-righteousness and Paul warns 

against crossing that line. He writes, “Welcome those who are weak in 

faith, but not for the purpose of quarreling over opinions … Who are you 

to pass judgment on servants of another? It is before their own lord that 

they stand or fall … Let us therefore no longer pass judgment on one 
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another, but resolve instead never to put a stumbling block or 

hindrance in the way of another.”  

Rather than basking in our own self-conceived brilliance, or 

denigrating the opinions, voice, or value of others, or using our 

capacity/strength to intimidate others, Paul says we have a good 

purpose. That’s sounds constructive, hopeful, doesn’t it? You have a 

good purpose, not just some of the time, not just when convenient, and 

not just when it benefits you. You have a good purpose all the time. You 

wake up with it and it is yours to carry throughout the day. And that 

good purpose is this. Paul says, “Each of us must please our neighbor 

for the good purpose of building up the neighbor.”  The Message 

translation phrases it this way: “Each one of us needs to look after the 

good of the people around us, asking ourselves, ‘How can I help?’”  

Look at the people sitting around you. Have you asked yourself 

the question? And when I say question, the question is not, “Who are 

these people?” Neither is the question, “Do these people know how 

wonderful I am?” No, the good purpose calls the heart to these 

questions: How can I help? How can I encourage this person? How can 

this person leave our time together knowing he or she is valued? 
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In our Bible study this week, a wise man (i.e. not me) offered that 

when you go to a social occasion, a supper club, a cocktail party, you will 

observe two kinds of people: givers and takers. The takers want to own 

the room; see and be seen; impress others; trumpet their own worth, 

dominate conversations. In contrast the givers value the experience of 

getting to know others, cracking through the small talk and 

superficiality to actually learn about others, hear a diversity of 

opinions, work to ensure everyone is included, valued. 

Author Tom Wolfe always had the gift of exposing the basest 

motivations that drive social interaction. In The Bonfire of the Vanities, 

he does a masterful job of pulling back the superficial niceties of a 

dinner party among the social elite at an opulent Manhattan 

townhouse. “All the men and women in this hall were arranged in 

clusters, conversational bouquets, so to speak. There were no solitary 

figures, no strays.” 

The whole art of the evening was to be always be an essential, 

included, and noticed presence in one of these conversational bouquets. 

The crisis of the evening is when Wolfe’s main character, a Wall Street 
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bond trader named Sherman McCoy, suffers the worst of indignities, 

falling out of a conversational bouquet when met with indifference.  

“That was all for Sherman McCoy. He pulled the revolver of 

Resentment back out of his waistband. He wheeled away from the 

cluster and turned his back on them. Not one of them noticed … Now 

what would he do? All at once he was alone in this noisy hive with no 

place to roost. Alone! He became acutely aware that the entire party 

was now composed of these bouquets and that not to be in one of them 

was to be an abject, incompetent social failure.” (Tom Wolfe, The Bonfire of the 

Vanities) 

You can dress them up, deliver them in a limousine, and feed 

them foods that require a translator, but you cannot veil the 

desperation that accompanies disconnection. That’s universal. Wolfe 

exquisitely exposes to what extent, not to mention expense, people will 

go to mask the insecurity, fear and experience of being desperately 

lonely. 

The giver understands the trauma of loneliness and faithfully 

pursues the good purpose of welcoming, including, valuing all others. 
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Listen again to the Message translation. “Strength is for service, not 

status. Each one of us needs to look after the good of the people around 

us, asking ourselves, ‘How can I help?’ 

“That’s exactly what Jesus did. He didn’t make it easy for himself 

by avoiding people’s troubles, but waded right in and helped out. ‘I took 

on the troubles of the troubled,’ is the way Scripture puts it.” 

In the recently released film A Beautiful Day in the Neighborhood, 

there is a scene on the Mr. Rogers set where we find the producer, 

director, cameraman, and sound tech exasperated to the point of rolling 

eyes and groans. The production schedule is falling behind, the time 

they have left to film is being squeezed, and they can’t get Mr. Rogers 

attention or focus, because he is busy trying to make a connection with 

a child facing unnamed health issues who has come to visit the set with 

his parents. Mr. Rogers doesn’t share the crew’s angst because the most 

important thing in the world to him in that moment is to value and 

respect that little boy.  

Amidst the groaning and sighing of the crew a reporter asks, 

“Does this happen often?” To which the director groans, “What this? 
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Every day.” Yes, life with givers can be frustrating when their 

hospitality gets in the way of your schedule, but it’s not nearly as 

frustrating if you look to the needs of others, too. 

“Those of us who are strong and able in the faith need to step in 

and lend a hand to those who falter, and not just do what is most 

convenient for us. Strength is for service, not status. Each one of us 

needs to look after the good of the people around us, asking ourselves, 

‘How can I help?’ Amen.       


