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    Twice in this passage from his second letter to the Corinthians Paul uses 

the word “confidence” – which the Revised Standard Version translates 

from the Greek by the two words, “good / courage.” So opting for the 

Revised Standard translation, Paul states as an opener for the discussion that 

follows, that we are to always be of “good courage.” 

    Then, just a couple of verses later he adds, “We are of good courage….” 

But what exactly is “good / courage”? Why combine these two words? 

Philosopher Plato said that courage was one of the three primary virtues of 

life – so wouldn’t that make all courage automatically ‘good?’ 

    Well, perhaps not – for there can be and is a courage that is foolhardy and 

harmful: Playing “chicken” – that game of two speeding cars heading toward 

each other in the same lane to see which driver will veer off the route first is 

not a test of “good” courage. Spinning the cylinder of a revolver in a round 

of Russian roulette takes a certain amount of “guts.” But again we wouldn’t 

call taking such a chance with the “sacred gift of life” – good courage. 

    An armed bank robber or a ‘hit man’ for organized crime may have to 

muster up a good bit of nerve to commit a particular act of violence, but that 

is not good courage.  Nor is the foolhardiness of daredevils, nor the bomb-

vested terrorist, nor the runners of the bulls at Pamplona, Spain the epitome 

of what we would call “good courage.” 

    Actually, ‘good courage’ is not at all that dramatic. It is not that 

flamboyant, and not often news-worthy. “Good courage” as Paul is using the 

phrase is more of a “hang-in-there” and “stick-to-it” attitude.  It is 

sometimes just “muddlin’ through” as the British are apt to say. Or even 

“wise endurance” as Plato once put it. 

    For example, in the movie Primary Colors there is a moving scene in the 

opening minutes about a struggle of a group of individuals to overcome a 

deeply imbedded lack of self-esteem because they were illiterate. As one 

man related his story of humiliation at “being left behind in ignorance” 

because of the inability to read, the tears began to flow. The only award he 

was given upon completion of grade school was for regular attendance – not 

any academic achievement. But then the tears turned to appreciation and joy 

as we learn of his “good courage” when by persistence he learned to read 

through an adult literacy program and found a new confidence. 
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    So “good courage” is putting away one’s fears and misgivings and 

accepting some responsibility – doing what  is expected of you for the good 

of oneself, or the good of others. ‘Good courage’ may be heroic, brave and 

valorous at times; but more often than not, it will be a low-profile endeavor. 

It may be something that perhaps only you and a few closest to you will ever 

acknowledge. Maybe a good definition of “good courage” is the one offered 

by Earnest Hemingway, who called it “grace under pressure.” 

    Yet, by adding the term good to the term courage the apostle Paul is 

making a special kind of moral connection. His point in this passage is that 

courage arises out of a general strength of character. But courage can be 

used for good or bad purposes and the moral character of the person 

determines how that courage will be used. 

    Closer to our time, Paul Tillich in his book, The Courage to Be expands 

on Paul’s moral connection. Tillich says that courage is not simply a way of 

meeting danger – it is a way of meeting and living life. 

  b. We are each one given the opportunity to be a part of the creative work 

of God in this world. 

    But that also means having some restrictions placed upon us for the good 

of all as we live in the social context of a community.  Such restrictions are 

what Tillich calls “the courage to be a part” which is good and necessary for 

the ordering of God’s world. 

    But along with this “courage to be a part” there is also the courage to be 

oneself: to live IN the world, but not be OF the world. That takes faith, says 

Tillich – faith in God, faith on oneself.  It is that courage – the courage to 

respond to faith’s demands which in Tillich’s terms is “the courage to be.” 

Thus the “courage to be” is rooted in faith in God. The courage derived from 

being rooted in God is always good courage; it is moral courage, for it is 

acting morally out of one’s faith in God. 

     Good courage is what we need as we deal with the challenges of life. An 

admirer once asked a paratrooper how many jumps he had courageously 

made. The paratrooper said he had not made any. “Then, why do you wear 

that paratrooper’s patch on your uniform?” 

    “Oh, I’m a paratrooper all right, but I haven’t courageously made any 

jumps – I was pushed out by the sergeant 37 times!” 

    When the apostle Paul calls upon the Corinthians to “have good courage” 

it might have been in this same vein – he was challenging the Corinthian 

believers and pushing them into the unknown. They were being challenged 

to bear witness to the Good news of Jesus in a context which they would 

have rather not faced. There was that constant confrontation with the Jewish 

authorities; there was persecution by the Romans, who were uneasy about 
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this new-found religious cult whose tendencies were to undermine allegiance 

to the emperor. In a realistic appraisal of their situation, Paul said he and the 

Corinthians would likely rather be in heaven with the Lord, instead of being 

on earth facing such opposition.  But since that could not be the case, Paul’s 

word to the Corinthians was that of en - courage - ment: ‘be of good 

courage.’ 

    Being of good courage meant for Paul, walking by faith, not by sight. 

Sight is the physical vision of things present – of material things. But faith 

operates with IN-sight; and it is IN-sight which helps us comprehend the 

realities of the spirit: goodness, truth, love…. 

    Walking by faith does not mean walking in the dark with blind trust. It 

means the acknowledgement that in this material world, our vision is always 

incomplete.  Steps have to be taken by faith, if they are to be taken at all… It 

means that we will at times walk by the light of convictions – knowing and 

sensing that what we do is faithful and right, but not always seeing clearly. 

    A number of years ago, a truck ran into the back of a bus that was 

carrying a group of students from New Jersey who were returning from a 

Broadway play in New York. Ten of the students were killed, and several 

other were injured but survived.  Ironically, they had just seen the play J.B. 

by Archibald Macleish, which was based on the theme of the suffering in the 

Book of Job. The question addressed in the play began with Job’s question 

of “Why?” Why do bad things happen to innocent people? Why is there no 

justice? Why do there have to be things like tragedies and death? And now 

those very same questions were being asked again as a result of that tragic 

accident. 

   There is a statement in the play which applied to those tragic 

circumstances: “why is someone always playing the part of Job?”  But a 

quick look reveals that life is full of Jobs – Jobs who boldly face the 

challenges and hardships of life, and yet do so with “good courage”:  We see 

it in the parents who so matter-of-factly raise a mentally or physically 

challenged child. We see it in those who face never-ending chronic pain, and 

yet manage to smile when asked as to how they are. We see it in the face of 

the overworked hotel maid who holds down two part-time jobs in order to 

raise her four children, the family abandoned by an alcoholic husband and 

father. We see it in the loving wife who faithfully visits her husband, 

suffering with dementia in the nursing home, when he doesn’t even 

recognize her anymore. 

    There is no drum roll for this kind of good courage; there is no ticker-

tape-parade, no medal of honor awarded.  There is only the hushed heroism 
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known only to those closest to the situation; the steadfast love and 

conviction to endure. 

    So being of good courage means having convictions and living them out, 

even when one’s position is not popular.  Back in 1960 when the FDA was 

asked to approve a new and little known sedative known as tha-lid-o-mide. 

Substantial financial investments were at stake so there was great pressure to 

put the drug on the market as soon a possible.  But,  Dr. Frances Kelsey at 

the FDA exercised “good courage” in the face of all kinds of pressure from 

the pharmaceutical company and withheld the drug from the market.  She 

said the testing was incomplete, and as a result was scathingly criticized for 

being too cautious.  Yet, a year later, after being constantly harassed by the 

manufacturer, it was discovered that the drug had been withdrawn from the 

West German market because it was linked to birth defects. 

    So being of “good courage” often means “hanging in there” with our 

convictions.  It means being people of moral conviction in what often 

appears to be a world of growing immorality.  It means not giving into the 

statement, “Well, everyone else is doing it.”  It means having one’s eye 

fixed on the higher goals of “being IN the world, but not being OF the 

world.”  It means risking the loss of popularity for the greater goal of 

obedience to a Higher Standard. 

    Anne Marrow Linberg, in her book, North to the Orient, writes of  

oriental symbolism attached to certain trees.  She says that in the oriental 

culture, bamboo is symbolic of prosperity. The pine tree is the symbol of 

long life. And the plum tree is the symbol, for of all things – courage. Why 

courage? Because the plum tree alone often puts out blossoms while the 

snow is still on the ground. 

   Being of “good courage” captures some of that same quality.  It is 

celebrating with the blossom of hope right in the midst of the winter of 

adversity. It is taking what little faith one can muster with the assurance that 

all will turn out well, because all is being held in the hands of a loving and 

grace- filled God. 

    Good courage is rooted in the conviction that God’s eternal love and 

goodness is freely given.  Good courage affirms that even the smallest of 

victories and successes will yield tremendous results. That is precisely the 

point that Jesus was making in the lesson from the gospel of Mark we shared 

earlier. The kingdom of God is like seed that is scattered on the ground, and 

it grows. 

     Why does it grow?  Scientifically we can talk about the sun and the 

water, photosynthesis, and the nutrients and dividing cells. But in reality we 

honestly don’t know why it grows –  it just does, and we learn to depend 
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upon the life of that seed for a harvest;  it is purely a gift of God – a gift like 

God’s amazing grace. 

    And the kingdom of God is also like that mustard seed to which Jesus 

referred. One of the tiniest of all seeds, it grows into one of the largest of all 

shrubs.  A small beginning can thus have magnificent results in the hands of 

God. 

    So it’s not the quantity, but the quality which ultimately counts.  It is the 

quality of our lives re-invested in God’s eternity.  And there our lives are 

given growth too – though we know not how.  So ‘good courage” is rooted 

in our trust of God. That courage is not especially heroic, and is often not 

even noticed by the world.  But it rests in the steady, persistent, abiding 

belief that God’s love, goodness and truth will ultimately prevail. 

    Were you aware that the Gloria Patri “Glory to the Father” (which we sing 

in the traditional service each week) can be traced all the way back to the 

early Christians?  Actually, they sang it as they marched to their deaths as 

martyrs.  Persecuted for their faith, they openly displayed “good courage” as 

they were being victimized by emperor Nero;  slain for sport, or killed by 

lions in Roman coliseums they faced death with a good courage few of us 

could ever even imagine. Yet, because they had faith – this life-

encompassing belief that God’s grace would bring them the gift of eternal 

life – they met their faith with amazingly ‘good courage’, singing, “glory…. 

Glory be to the Father!” 

    Their gift of good courage is one we too can receive when facing the dark 

winter of adversity.  God said to Joshua, “Fear not. Be strong and of good 

courage. As I was with Moses, so I will be with you.”  And as Jesus later 

tells us, “Fear not. If God be for you, of whom shall you be afraid?” 

    So as we leave this place of worship today we can do so with a persistent 

faith. We can walk boldly forth by faith, not by sight.  For surrounded by the 

steadfast love and graciousness of God, we too can be of “good courage.”                                               

Amen. 

  

   

 

   

   

  


