Pastor Rob's Fresh Word – Should We Be Better By Now?        Sunday, April 26, 2009

If I were to die today, how would I explain myself to God?
I have been bothered and blessed by the story of the young pastor I told you about last Sunday night, the late James van Tholen.  Pastor van Tholen graduated to glory on January 22, 2001, after a three-year battle with cancer at the very young age of 36.  He was diagnosed in March 1998 and underwent extensive surgeries and chemotherapy through October of that year.  He returned to the pulpit of the church he served in Rochester, New York, on October 18, 1998, with a powerful message from Romans 5:1-11, focusing on verses 6 and 8. 

6 For while we were still helpless, at the appointed moment, Christ died for the ungodly. ... 8 But God proves His own love for us in that while we were still sinners Christ died for us!

Two big ideas from his message have lingered on my mind these past several days:

1. Pastor van Tholen admitted he was afraid.  He was not afraid of death or even of the process of dying.  His great fear was having to explain himself to God.  He thought he had many more years, decades at least, to become a better person.  His illness brought him to the reality that he did not have any more time to get any better.  In fact, he had already squandered most of the time he had been given.  He thought, “I should have been better by now.”

2. The fear he discovered within himself brought him to a deeper understanding of and a more desperate dependence upon God’s grace.  The truth is, no matter how many years we may have here in these shadowlands to try and become better people, better Christians, or better church folk, we can never be good enough to stand before our God in our own merit.  Even if we were to make maximum use of the moments we have been given, we would still be in dire need of God’s grace even to enter His presence.  We are, after all, “still sinners.”

These two big ideas have awakened two tremendous longings in my own soul.  The greater and, I suppose, more noble longing is to surrender myself, my security, my significance, all that I am, in a fresh, new devotion to a more complete abandonment and a deeper dependence upon God’s grace – sola gratia!  While I yet live, however, in the sphere of “still” a sinner, a second passion has stirred within me.  I want to be better than I have been and better than I am now.  

· I want to be a better person, a better believer, a better disciple, a better Christ-follower, and a better disciple-maker.

· I want to be a better partner, a better husband, a better listener, a better friend and helper to my wife.

· I want to be a better parent, a better guide, a better teacher, a better resource and a better refuge for my children.

· I want to be a better professional, a better pastor, a better leader, a better soul-winner, a better preacher, for this church and this community.

I can never be good enough not to be totally reliant upon God’s grace.  But I know I can be better than I have been and better than I am now.  The question is: where or how do I start?

A very good place to start becoming better …
Jesus’ disciples observed first hand the charisma and character of our Lord and Savior.  They, of course, witnessed His miracles and received His teaching and preaching firsthand.  I find it interesting, however, that we have no record of His disciples ever asking Him, “Lord, teach us to work miracles,” or “Lord, teach us how to preach and teach with power like You do.”  No, that was not what most impressed them or even inspired them.  These men who spent three and a half years or so in seminary with the Master recognized in Jesus Christ a more powerful and more desirable practice.  They asked Him, “Lord, teach us to pray.” 

That’s a great place to start becoming better.  I want to be better, more faithful, more biblical, more personal, more consistent, and more like Jesus in my prayer life.  I also want that for this church.  If we can learn to pray “better,” I am confident other successes in our pilgrimage here will follow.  In fact, I believe they will flow from the trickle of first steps to a mighty flood to His glory!

Now, we call what we do here on Wednesday evenings our “Prayer Meetings.”  Or sometimes, owing I think to how little praying we actually do during that hour, we refer to this time as Bible study and prayer.  Truth be told, most weeks it is a lot more Bible study than prayer.  I do not know if that is necessarily a bad thing.  But I do know this: I have a lot more to learn about prayer.  What about you?
A long time ago, someone told me that if we want to learn how to pray, we should do two things: First, in order to learn how to pray we should … pray.  Second, we can also learn to pray by listening to other believers as they pray.  We learn by doing, and we learn by listening.  So, on Wednesday nights, for the next 12 weeks or so, we want to listen carefully to the prayers of one of the greatest Christians who ever lived- the apostle Paul.  Then, we want to pray.  
I invite you to join us for dinner Wednesdays at 6:00.  Then, I invite you to join us as we pray with Paul.  Join us as together we continue the journey to becoming better.  To the ends of the earth until the end of time! 

Pastor Rob  
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