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     If you are the oldest child in your family, you probably had moments in your life when you tried to take 

advantage of your younger brother or sister.  I remember many times when my sister and I were very young if I 

had a nickel and she had a dime, I would show her that my nickel was clearly larger in size than her dime and I 

would ask her if she wanted to trade with me.  She usually said yes, probably thinking that I was an absolute 

fool for making such an offer and that she was getting the better end of the deal.  Not all trades are fair.  Some 

take advantage of the ignorant or uninformed.  But occasionally we encounter a trade or exchange that is so 

amazing, so caring, so loving that it shakes us to our core. 

     At the heart of the Gospel is a great exchange.  A sinless Jesus took upon himself the sin of all people, and 

He suffered tremendously and died for it on a cross; and in exchange we, as sinful believers, are covered with 

His perfect life and righteousness.  Paul talked about this exchange today in our second lesson from 2 

Corinthians saying in verse 21, “For our sake God made Jesus to be sin for us, who knew no sin, that in Him we 

might become the righteousness of God.” 

     When I was in college our chaplain had this amazing illustration that he used at his weekly Bible study to 

help us to understand this exchange, namely how Jesus did all the work to reconcile us – to restore our 

relationship with God.  Our chaplain was a highly decorated retired Air Force Colonel, who had served in 

Vietnam.  He was tough, but he was loved by all of us as students and he was a great influence on me in 

pursuing pastoral ministry.  One day our chaplain pulled one of my friends aside and asked him, “Ben, how 

many push-ups can you do?”  Now Ben was a strong guy, he was a wrestler; while he was a Christian and one 

of the nicest guys you would ever meet, in the wrestling ring he was tough and he was mean.  Ben told our 

chaplain that he did 100 push-ups every night before he went to bed.  The chaplain asked him, “Do you think 

you could do 200?”  Ben said, “Well, I’ve never done 200 at one time.”  “But could you do 200 in sets of 10?” 

asked the chaplain.  “I don’t know, I might be able to, I could try,” said Ben.  “Good,” said the chaplain, 

“because I need you to do 200 push-ups at my Bible study on Sunday night.”  And the chaplain then explained 

to Ben his plan for his Bible study and asked Ben not to tell anyone about the plan.  Ben agreed. 

     On Sunday night, we were all sitting in chairs that were lined up in rows for the chaplain’s Bible study.  

After the opening prayer the chaplain pulled out a huge box of Dunkin Donuts.  He walked over to the first 

person in the first row and asked, “Steve, do you want to have one of these donuts?”  “Yes!” said Steve.  “Ok,” 

said the chaplain and he then turned to Ben sitting in one of the rows and said, “Ben, would you please do 10 

push-ups so that Steve can have a donut?” 

     “Sure,” said Ben, and he quickly jumped down to the floor and did 10 push-ups.  Then he returned to his 

seat.  The chaplain then gave a donut to Steve.  The chaplain then came to the next person in the row, who 

happened to be me, and asked, “Bill, would you like one of these donuts?”  “Yes,” I said.  And again, the 

chaplain asked, “Ben, would you do 10 push-ups so that Bill can have a donut?”  And again, Ben willingly got 

down on the floor and did 10 push-ups.  And this continued through the first row of students, with Ben doing 10 

push-ups for every person before they got their donut. 

     Then the chaplain started down the second row and came to my friend David, and asked, “David, would you 

like a donut?”  David was a highly motivated student who was planning on going into the Marines upon 

graduation.  So when he was asked if he wanted a donut, he said, “Sure, but I can do my own push-ups.”  The 

chaplain responded, “Oh no, Ben has to do them.”  “Then I don’t want one,” said David.  

     So the chaplain just shrugged his shoulders, turned to Ben, and asked, “Ben, would you do 10 push-ups so 

David can have a donut that he doesn’t want?”  And sure enough, Ben got down and did 10 push-ups.  David 

then said, “Excuse me, sir, I said I didn’t want a donut.”  The chaplain replied, “This is my Bible study and 

these are my donuts.  If you don’t want one then you can just leave it on the table up front when you leave.”  

And he proceeded to give David a donut. 

     By this time Ben was slowing down a little bit, having done 70 push-ups to this point.  As the chaplain 

continued down the second row, students were hesitating to take a donut from the chaplain.  But Ben continued 

to do push-ups for everyone whether they wanted a donut or not. 



     When the chaplain started down the third row and asked Jerry if he wanted a donut, Jerry said rather sternly, 

“No sir, I don’t want one.”  But again, Ben did 10 push-ups for the donut that Jerry did not want.  When the 

chaplain started down the fourth row, there was a growing sense of uneasiness in the room.  Ben was clearly 

tired from doing all of those push-ups as he had now done 150 and he was having a hard time getting up.  Some 

guys had offered to do their own push-ups for their donuts, but each time the chaplain said, “No.”  As the 

chaplain went down the last row the tone in the voices of the students had changed from happy to apprehensive 

to anger to compassion.  When the chaplain came to the last student named Greg and asked, “Greg, would you 

like a donut?”  Greg said, “No sir, I don’t want one.  But chaplain, if Ben still has to do push-ups why can’t I 

help him?  Why can’t I do the push-ups with him?” 

     The chaplain said, “Ben has to do the push-ups by himself.  After all, he is the only student who has perfect 

attendance at this Bible study this semester.  I have given him the task of making sure everyone has an 

opportunity for a donut, whether they want one or not.”  As Ben did the last 10 push-ups for Greg to have a 

donut, he collapsed on the floor – having done 200 push-ups by this time - and a few of us had to help him up. 

     I know we were all stunned and I’m sure we were looking at our chaplain as though he was out of his mind.  

But the chaplain then looked at all of us and said, “My wish is that you might better understand and fully 

comprehend all the riches of grace and mercy that have been given to you through the suffering and death of 

Jesus, who gave himself up for all of us on the cross.  He is the only one who ever lived a perfect life and the 

only one who could ever pay the full price for our forgiveness and life.  Whether or not we choose to accept His 

gift of life to us, the price has been paid.  Wouldn’t it be foolish to reject the free gift He offers to all of us?”  

We understood and I don’t think any of us will ever forget that illustration. 

     Paul said in our second lesson for today that God has reconciled us to Himself through Christ.  

Reconciliation involves the restoring of a relationship.  God wants nothing more than to put in the past the sins 

of our lives, our horrible failures, and what we have done or have failed to do that has hurt others.  He wants 

every one of us to be in a right relationship with Him.  That’s what He explained in our Gospel lesson for today 

in the story of the prodigal son.  In Luke 15:20, after the younger son had blown his inheritance through wild 

living and was not coming back home, it says: “But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and 

felt compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him.”  This was not simply a restored acceptance of the 

son by the father.  There is compassion, love, hugs, and kisses.  This is a picture of a restored relationship and it 

is a relationship that God desires with every person.  And the only person who could restore this relationship 

was Jesus.  So God sent His Son to pay for our debt of sin against Him.  The cross made it possible for God the 

Father to open His arms and welcome us like the prodigal son’s father.  So the fact is that the picture we have of 

God the Father, thanks to the cross, is that of a Father with open arms – it is always a picture of open arms.  

That’s why we named our child development center “Open Arms,” because we want every person who comes 

into this place to know that they are welcomed and loved by God. 

     It seems rather foolish that Jesus would exchange His perfect life for our sin, so we could live, but that’s the 

price He was willing to pay to restore our relationship with Him.  It cost Him everything, but it costs us nothing.  

That’s an amazing love.  That’s an incredible exchange.  But that’s our God.  That’s the Jesus I want everyone 

to know and this is the time of the year, as we prepare for Easter, that people are more receptive to invitations to 

come and worship with us so that they too may experience this ministry of reconciliation with our God who 

loves them.  Let us take advantage of every opportunity to share God’s love with those who need it so they too 

will be changed.     


