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[Mark]
Welcome to everyone! This is our final week in our ‘Trip Around The Sun’ series. This series would be incomplete without Dr. Bob Rhoden. Everybody needs somebody in their corner at critical times in their life, someone that believes in them more than they believe in themselves. That’s who Dr. Rhoden was to me as a rookie pastor. When we went to buy an old crack house and turn it into a coffee house, Dr. Rhoden was there with a $25,000 check in his hand being a shareholder in our vision as a church. As we formed a constitution and by-laws, he helped us draft them. You name it, there are very few large decisions we’ve made that I didn’t off of him as a mentor and as a friend. I am so grateful for his life, for his leadership, for the difference he has made in my life. I know he is going to be a blessing to you this weekend so I want to ask you to give a huge NCC welcome to Dr. Bob Rhoden.
[Dr. Rhoden]

What a joy to be here tonight.  Mark and I had lunch together the other day and he told me he was going to introduce me via video this weekend. I’m here tonight because I’ve been around the sun 72 times! Over the last 20 years, I’ve had the joy of being with Mark. We’ve done some conferences together and had some strategic moments like he described. Then when I was ready to do a book, he did the forward for me. Four Faces of a Leader. And I’m grateful for his friendship. I’m sitting down not because I asked to but because I want to. We have some grandkids of friends of ours who said to my wife, ‘Are you old?’ She said, ‘I don’t know, how would we know if I’m old?’ He said, ‘Can you walk fast?’ 

I’m not going to get old and grumpy. I’m just going to enjoy the Lord and have a good time with Him until I breathe my last breath. I do have a little prayer that I pray occasionally. It goes something like this. 

God, grant me the senility to forget the people I’ve never liked anyway; the good fortune to run into the ones I do, and the eyesight to tell the difference. 

It is a wonderful season of life. I’m grateful for all the good things God has done in my life. As I grow through life, I’m always trying to connect with people who are younger. I was in Iowa and they did something really cool. You might be doing this already. They took out their cell phones at the meeting where I was speaking and the leader told them to turn them off so they didn’t ring while I was speaking. And then he said, ‘If something goes on tonight that you like, if you hear something that resonates, go ahead and tweet it because that’s the modern way of saying Amen!’ Isn’t that cool! So I just watch and I tweet. I enjoy the 140 character and I would love to connect with you on Twitter. I follow NCC and it is great to be here tonight.
Ok, I’m warming up right now. Max Lucado says life has a plot and each year has a theme. As I think about this year, I want to drop something on you tonight that you might take along with you for the rest of this year. God wants to do more through you than anyone can do to you. God gave me that in January and I’ve been saying it everywhere I’ve been this year. God wants to do more through you than anyone can do to you. 

So as we come together tonight and talk about a trip around the sun, I want to come with a life message. I said to the team earlier this evening, most preachers have a sermon, but what you are really asking right now is do you have a message? Do you have something to say to us tonight that is going to make a difference? I believe I have come with a message this evening. The message I want to share tonight is a message that is from and to. It actually comes out of an experience I had with our grandson. There is a poet whose name is George Ella Lion. She wrote a classic poem in 1988 called From, which was inspired by Joe Carson’s book Stories I Ain’t Told Nobody.  So when our grandson was in the 8th grade, he is a freshman in college now, he wrote Where I’m From and I want you to hear it from him. 

I’m from a skateboard. The Xbox 360 and Honey Bunches of Oats. From the homey, welcoming gray painted house on 11 Summit Road and the green freshly mowed lawn. I’m from southern New Hampshire and a blueberry bush. I’m from a Sunday brunch, muffins and quiche. I’m from blond and brown and fair and tan. I’m from Phyllis, Roland and all of the Rhodens. From southern hospitality and New England pride. I’m from the focus and drive of athletes and the patience and composition of educators. I’m from ‘I’m proud of you’ and ‘always try your hardest,’ from The Lord’s Prayer and many Bible verses. I’m from the humble manger and the cross. I’m from the time my aunt was diagnosed with Crohn’s disease and when my uncle tore his ACL. From old dusty boxes in the basement, boxes that are scarcely touched, boxes passed down through the family and boxes of memories that I will never forget. 

Lord help me in the next few moments to unpack this truth of from and to. In your name I pray, Amen.

It is not strange then that in John Chapter 1, you would find these kind of words. Beginning at verse 43

43 The next day Jesus decided to leave for Galilee. Finding Philip, he said to him, “Follow me.”

44 Philip, like Andrew and Peter, was from the town of Bethsaida. 45 Philip found Nathanael and told him, “We have found the one Moses wrote about in the Law, and about whom the prophets also wrote—Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph.”

46 “Nazareth! Can anything good come from there?” Nathanael asked.

“Come and see,” said Philip.

47 When Jesus saw Nathanael approaching, he said of him, “Here truly is an Israelite in whom there is no deceit.”

48 “How do you know me?” Nathanael asked.

Jesus answered, “I saw you while you were still under the fig tree before Philip called you.”

49 Then Nathanael declared, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God; you are the king of Israel.”

50 Jesus said, “You believe because I told you I saw you under the fig tree. You will see greater things than that.” 51 He then added, “Very truly I tell you, you will see ‘heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.”

Then in John 19:19
19 Pilate had a notice prepared and fastened to the cross. It read: Jesus of Nazareth, the king of the Jews. 

Nazareth was just a small town. It was probably about 600 people. It wasn’t a place they would have built a Walmart! It certainly wasn’t like it is today. Nazareth today is the Arab capital of Israel. Jesus was from there. That was his from. It is interesting that the Son of God would be from Nazareth.
I want to suggest tonight that all of us in this room have a from. And some of you are thinking about your from right now. Let me take a few moments to talk to you about my from. 

I am from Drew. Drew was my biological father, a man I never met. A man that got my mother pregnant when she was 14 but never married her. I am from Drew. But I am also from Martha and Harold. Harold is the man who married my mom when she was seven months pregnant and gave me a name. I’m grateful for Harold. I’m grateful for a man who gave me a name. I met him when I was 15 years old, that’s the only time in my life I ever saw the man who gave me a name. But I’m also from Martha and Ashley.  You see, Ashley is the man who married my mom after Harold and my mom divorced. So Ashley was my stepfather. He was in the process of adopting me when my mother and my stepfather were killed when I was two years old. They were walking along the side of the road and a man who was intoxicated ran over them and my mom died instantly and Ashley died the next morning. That’s a little bit about my from but I’m also from Bobby, the boy who grew up without a mother, without a father that he knew, without any brothers and sisters. But that kind of context may be kindergarten compared to some of you. All of us have a from. 
I’m also from Olustee, this little place in north Florida. Olustee is a small town. It’s the home of the battle field. It was the largest battle in the Civil War in Florida. Over 1,000 casualties on that February day in 1864. Today they gather at Olustee once a year with some 15 or 20,000 people to enact this battle. As a matter of fact, I was there just a few weeks ago and we talked about that, how they gather once a year. Most of you probably never heard of it but I grew up there. It’s my from. 
And I’m from Granny Cobb. Granny was my mother’s mother. Granny took me into her home after my mom and stepdad were killed. I was just two and that was before the day of Pampers or even washing machines. She had a round tub with a scrub board. At that time in life, in north Florida, we didn’t have an indoor bathroom, we had a path to an outhouse. We didn’t have electric lights in our house. We didn’t have running water, we had a pump. But there was a lot of love in that home. My grandmother took me into her home and she taught me to love God. I never became a follower of Jesus when I was young, I had a grandmother who taught me to love God. And she me four kinds of respect. She taught me to respect myself. She said, ‘Bobby, it doesn’t matter that your mom isn’t living, it doesn’t matter that you don’t know a lot about your dad, it is important that you respect yourself.’ Then she taught me to respect authority. She told me to respect Mr. Kirkland down at the grocery store. She brought me up to say yes sir and no sir. She taught me to respect property. She said if you jump on this furniture and tear it up, we can’t buy any more, so she taught me to respect property. Then she taught me to respect time. For my grandmother, before time was on time. Those four respects have served me well throughout my life. I’m from Granny Cobb.
But I’m also from Ocean Pond. This 1,700 hundred acre lake where they catch large-mouth bass and blue gill. It is the pond where I was baptized at age 8. It’s where I went swimming. Ocean Pond, the place that was our recreation.

I’m also from Mr. Kirkland’s grocery store and post office. Mr. Kirkland was the main person in town. You went to the post office to get your mail and it’s the place where we kept a running tab for the month and as we would go and get something, he would write it down on a little piece of paper and at the end of the month, we got a check from the government every month because my stepfather had been in the navy and he was in the process of adopting me so we got this government check to help us. It sustained us. Mr. Kirkland would take the check and he would subtract what we owed from the check and give my grandmother the balance of the money and that’s how we did business back in those days. I learned recently that his son is 90 years old today and he just gave a speech somewhere and it is amazing how history goes on.

I’m also from Mrs. Dobson. She was my first grade teacher. I went to a little school that had 38 students in it in all eight grades. The first two grades were in one room and Mrs. Dobson taught me and she allowed me to do second grade work when I was in the first grade so at the end of the first grade, they promoted me to the third grade. I remember Mrs. Dobson, this wonderful lady who made such an impact on my life. 

That’s my from. I know you are thinking about your from right now. You can’t do anything about your from. You can’t control it. I want you to be able to say tonight that your from does not have to trap you. As my friend Dick Foth says, it can shape you. Your from can shape you. It is not just about where we are from when we talk about a trip around the sun. 

In John 13, Simon Peter asked Jesus where He was going and in John 14, Jesus said, ‘You know the way to the place where I’m going.’ Then later in John 14, He said, ‘I told you the truth, anyone who has faith in me will do what I’ve been doing and will do even greater things than these because I’m going to the Father.’

It is not just our from, it is our to that makes a difference. Where are you going to? Where are you headed? Where are you going tonight? What is your to? How does it describe you? 

I want to suggest that my to involves experiencing hope as a noun rather than as a verb. In I Peter 1, Peter said

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. In his great mercy He has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.
When I was sixteen years old, standing out in a field, I was studying to be a civil engineer and I remember the things my grandmother taught me and I had said I hoped I could do something with my life. I hoped everything will turn out ok. And hope was a verb to me. I hoped. I hoped. And on that November day of 1958, I committed my life to Jesus. It was in a little church in Florida and it was a pretty traditional kind of deal. I went to a church and they gave an altar call and I came and knelt down and I committed my life to Jesus and I’ve never been the same since. Because that night, hope became a noun to me. He has become my living hope. He has become my living hope and He can become your tonight as well. He can become your living hope. Hope can be turned from a verb to a noun! If we will head to Him no matter what our from has given to us. 
Then I want to suggest that my to means that I am adding gift theology to my consecration theology. Romans 12:1-2

12 Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship. 2 Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.

We have different gifts according to the grace given us. I had many times in my life early on when I began to follow Jesus when I consecrated myself. I said, ‘God, whatever you want to do in my life, here I am.’ Then I began to understand that I had to add gift theology to my consecration theology. And God send certain people along the way. People like Tobi who was a speech teacher when I was in college and she talked to me about learning some lines and being in a play. And I learned that I could stand up in front of people if I memorized the lines. I was always shy and I never felt like I could be the kind of person that could ever talk in front of a group. This was not on my radar screen as a kid to be at NCC tonight! But she made a difference and she gave me confidence and hope. And people like Ira Stanfield who was like a father to me. He did the wedding for Joan and me and his wife stood up as my mother in the wedding and he said, ‘Bob, God has something He wants to do with your life!’ He encouraged me and he told me his story. One night he took me out to dinner and told me his story. He didn’t preach to me, he just told me his story. His first wife had been killed in an automobile accident and it was a tragic story and all the things that had happened to him and he said, ‘If God can use me, He can use you.’ And he began to talk to me about offering my life to God and training for ministry. 

David Wilkerson believed in me. As a young person out of Bible College, I went to work in New York City and then he put me in charge of traveling and raising money and helping them. I said if I lean on God, maybe God is gifting me to do this.
Then just a couple years ago, I put some thoughts down on paper, some thoughts about leadership, and I discovered that I could maybe put together a book. I said, ‘God, my consecration theology, I’ve consecrated myself to you, but let our consecration theology turn into gift theology.’ I’m moving toward making the most of moment. 

Ephesian 5:15-16

15 Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as wise, 16 making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil. 

I said earlier that when I was 15, I met Harold Robert Rhoden, who was the man who gave me a name. I just met him briefly and never heard from him since. He died in 1994 when I was 52 years old. And it set something off in me because I had a picture of my stepfather and I had a picture of this man who gave me a name but I did not have a picture of my biological dad, Drew, so I took off to Florida to try to find my biological father’s family. I found one person, Uncle Covey. Uncle Covey is a true redneck! I had the joy of seeing him follow the Lord and he died a few years ago. That’s why I can say he is redneck because he is not living now! But Uncle Covey was kind to me. He said he would give me a picture of my dad, and in the process, he told me that my dad married and had three daughters so you have three half-sisters you have never met. I didn’t know that. He told the girls about me and in 1995, I met three sisters I never knew I had. And it has been a joy to build these layers of relationships through the years. And the timing of that when God brought us together was so unique. There are so many pieces to that story. But that moment, God knew just the right time. I was 52 and just finding three sisters. But you see, when you put your life in God’s hands, you let the Lord be in charge. You acknowledge that He is sovereign and He knows everything and that means He is all powerful and if we really believe that, when these moments come along, I say God you must have orchestrated this and I thank you for it.
A to for me as I’m walking in this season to my calling, Paul said in Romans 1

1 Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle and set apart for the gospel of God. 

Most of don’t simply set out on a course and stay with it all of our life. There are changes that come along. I started out as a church planter. I went to Richmond and planted a church and I was there for 22 years. I never dreamed I would be a superintendent and serve the churches of this area. I lived up in Fairfax for 15 years and just tried to walk in the season of that calling. Then I never dreamed I would have a chance to serve at this season in my life as I have now transitioned nine churches as an interim pastor. In August of 2005 at 5:37 on August 18, God spoke into my heart and said He wanted me to step back from being superintendent and I said what am I going to do Lord, and He said, ‘Trust me.’ I was 62 and He wanted me to trust Him at this season of my life like I trusted Him when I was 26 and went to Richmond to plant that church. He told me He wanted me to have the same faith and vigor and life and vitality in your faith with me. I said, ‘God you are in charge.’ 

So I stepped back and over the last nine years, I’ve been in Pennsylvania and Ohio and Illinois and Florida and places helping churches. So what I want to say to you is walk in the season of your calling. Whatever it is that God is opening up to you at the moment.
Then I want to be a lifelong learner. Be sure that you present yourself to God as one who does not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the Word of truth. I always want to be learning. As a matter of fact, I just got ahold of a book that is absolutely a changer! It talks about the three cultures of the world. It talks about the guilt/innocence culture, which is more or less the Western culture. It talks about the shame/honor culture, which is the 10/40 window. And it talks about the fear and power culture, the South America and African countries. It is how people view life. When we present the gospel, we often talk about you are guilty but now you can be innocent. But there is also the sense of how your shame can be gone. You can have honor. There is a sense you don’t have to walk in fear. You can have the power of God in your life. 

Be a lifelong learner. Always open to constantly be finding God’s truth. All truth is God’s truth. 

Finally, I want to finish strong. I really want to finish strong. I want to read you the words of the apostle Paul from II Timothy 4:7-8

7 I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. 8 Now there is in store for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will award to me on that day—and not only to me, but also to all who have longed for his appearing.

This coming January, Joan and I will have been married 50 years. Outside of coming to Christ, that’s the best thing that has happened to me. We have three children and all of our children serve the Lord. We have eight grandchildren and they have all been baptized. I want to finish strong in our family. But I also want to finish strong in the calling in my life. However God wants to use me. I’m currently serving in a place in Richmond, Virginia that’s been called The Rock. It is the Richmond outreach center. It is an incredible ministry that touches drug addicts and gang members and people who have substance abuse. We have discipleship homes and it is an amazing ministry. But the leader of that ministry has made some bad choices so these folks asked me last fall to come help them bring this place around. I said, ‘God if you want me to do this, I want to commit myself.’ A few Saturdays ago, I was out sharing Jesus. This past week I was out at the discipleship home just talking to these fellows about what it means to follow Christ. These are guys who have been in all kinds of substance abuses and all kinds of things.
Until I draw my last breath, I want to finish strong. Whatever that means. That is my life message for you tonight. In my 72 trips around the sun, I think about my from, but my from is not going to trap me, it is going to shape me. I’m going to the things I’ve mentioned tonight. I’m going to them with my life. 

I would say to all of you, you may have some different twists in your to but the center of it needs to be Jesus. The center needs to be Jesus. That is the person you can trust with your life and when you put your life in his hands, I cannot tell you that every day will be bliss with no issues but I can tell you the truth, you will have somebody in the boat with you through every storm you face. You have someone with you in ever lion’s den. You have someone with you in every furnace that seems so hot, He will be with you. He understands your from, He was from Nazareth. And He understands your to because He knew where He was going. And He wants to lead you to the place where you reach your potential.

My mission in being here this evening is to say your potential is my mission. To help you reach the potential that God has for you. If we do, we can change the world one person at a time. In Jesus name. Pray with me please. I want to pray a blessing over you and all the NCC campuses.

Oh God thank You for the joy of being here with these friends tonight. Thank You for people who are serious about putting Jesus at the center of their life. I pray that You would take this life message this evening and would You make a difference. May none of us walk out this door the same person we came in. As we analyze our from and our to, in Jesus name, Amen. 
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