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MEMORIAL MESSAGE FOR 

PASTOR BOB VANDER SCHAAF 
(John 14:1-7)

INTRODUCTION:


A.  I want to tell you about the first time I meet Pastor Bob.  It wasn’t in Northwest Iowa.  It was about 30 years ago in Northwest Illinois.  Bob was serving the church in Illinois and would frequently drive past my parents’ home on Highway 72.  A few years before this I had secured an old marquee sign and placed it up on a ten foot tower near the road.  It was very high tech:  two fluorescent bulbs which would light up if you had a long enough extension cord.  I set it on a timer and put Christian messages on it.  


One day a distinguished-looking gentleman pulled on the yard.  He came to the door, and we invited him in.  He had come to compliment the farmer who put that sign by the road.  So in 1982 I had coffee with Pastor Bob along with my parents in their home near Shannon, Illinois.  


Then in 1986, just after I had moved to Hospers, I was standing at a Floyd Valley football game on a Friday night.  Along came this distinguished-looking gentleman who struck up a conversation with me.  When I told him I had lived near Shannon, Illinois, he asked me about a farmer who put up a Christian marquee sign on Highway 72.  I told him that was my father.  That was the second time I met Pastor Bob.  He remained a good friend and a constant source of encouragement ever since. 

B.  A week ago Saturday, I spent an hour with Pastor Bob in his room.  I had heard he was not doing well.  He was happy to see me, and as usual, he was very encouraging.  We talked about various things.  I pointed to the model of the airplane he served on during the War.  I said, “You were a radioman, right?” “Yes.”  “Did you communicate through voice or through Morse Code?” “Mostly Morse Code.”  He could still spell out words with the dits and dahs.  

I asked him, “Bob, what is your favorite Scripture text?”  Without hesitation, he immediately said, “In my Father’s house are many mansions.  If it were not so, I would have told you.  I go to prepare a place for you, and if I go, I will come again to receive you unto myself, that where I am, there you may be also.”  It is this text I want to explore with you for the next few moments.  Why did a Pastor Bob so love it so? What so excited him about it that he was literally longing for its reality?  
I.  THE BELOVED PROMISE.

A.  It begins well.  “Let not your hearts be troubled.”  When the Son of God says your heart need not be troubled, that is significant.  This is, in fact, God’s customary message when he appeared to his people or when he sent a messenger:  “Fear not.  Do not be afraid.”  “Let not your hearts be troubled.”  John Calvin is especially eloquent on this point:  “Not without good reason does Christ confirm his disciples by so many words, since a contest so arduous and so terrible awaited them; for it was no ordinary temptation, that soon afterwards they would see him hanging on the cross; a spectacle in which nothing was to be seen but ground for the lowest despair….We ought always to attend to the time when these words were spoken, that Christ wished his disciples to remain brave and courageous, when they might think that every thing was in the greatest confusion; and therefore we ought to employ the same shield for warding off such assaults. It is impossible for us, indeed, to avoid feeling various emotions, but though we are shaken, we must not fall down.”  


B.  But there is more.  “Believe in God; believe also in me.”   And this is really the central imperative of the whole Bible:  believe in God.  Trust the Lord God.  It is not simply to be a trusting person, but to put our trust in the Lord himself, to believe his promise, and to act as though we have already come into possession of that which is only offered to us in the Gospel.  


C.  And here is the promise:  “2  In my Father’s house are many rooms. If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you?”  Jesus tells his disciples that what they are about to see and experience in the next 72 hours would assault everything he has taught them.  But it is true.  Heaven is real.  


Jesus’ statement is as remarkable for its brevity as it is for its hopefulness.  What is heaven like? Jesus does not here tell us.  It is indeed exceedingly glorious, beyond our powers to hope or imagine.  But Jesus does not focus on its splendor.  Bible scholar Leon Morris notes:  “Nothing is said about the nature of the place Christ prepares.  It is sufficient that the believer will be with his Lord.”
II. THE BELOVED PERSON.  


A.  And that’s what Jesus does tell us:  he will be there, and that will be enough.  “3  And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, that where I am you may be also.”  And this is to the very heart of the only comfort we have.  The Heidelberg Catechism gets this exactly right:  “[My only comfort is] (t)hat I belong—body and soul, in life and in death—not to myself but to my faithful Savior, Jesus Christ, who at the cost of his own blood has fully paid for all my sins and has completely freed me from the dominion of the devil; that he protects me so well  that without the will of my Father in heaven not a hair can fall from my head; indeed, that everything must fit his purpose for my salvation.  Therefore, by his Holy Spirit, he also assures me of eternal life, and makes me wholeheartedly willing and ready from now on to live for him.”

I belong to him! Through faith, my life is inseparably linked to his life.  I am in union with him.  Wherever he is, I am, and death does not change this, but only makes this union clearer and closer.  


B.  How great will this be? Doubting Thomas sets the stage for the fuller revelation of the glory of our hope in Christ:  “5 Thomas said to him, “Lord, we do not know where you are going. How can we know the way?”  And Jesus gives us his famous, though controversial, answer:  “6 Jesus said to him, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.”  This truth is famous because it is often quoted and well-loved by those who believe it.  It is controversial because it is absolutely exclusive, and we’ll say more about that in a bit.  

1.  Jesus said, “I am….”  Please don’t hurry past those two words.  They are of utmost significance.  This is in fact one of the seven “I am” statements of Jesus recorded by his disciple John in his Gospel.  Seven is the number of completion or perfection.  If John had quoted Jesus declaring “I am” once or twice or even thrice, we might dismiss it, but seven times? Jesus deliberately declares, “I am.”  Those who first heard Jesus knew what he was claiming, even if they did hear him with breathless wonder.  For God’s name was “I am.”  The Old Testament, covenant name which God gave his people was “Yahweh” which means “I am.”  When God met Moses at the burning bush and called him to deliver his people from slavery and death in Egypt, Moses asked God his name.   And God replied, “‘I am that I am.’  Tell the people ‘I am’ has sent you.”  Moses met the Lord God at the burning bush.  Jesus said “I am the one Moses met with.”  

2.  Jesus said, “I am the way….”  This is good news for us because we have lost our way.  And Jesus is the way, the way back, the way to the Father and his house with many rooms.  

Here we cannot help but tread into the realm of controversy because Jesus unmistakably declares himself to be “the way,” not simply “a way.”  If Jesus claimed merely to be “a way,” he would be universally applauded.  But Jesus intended what he said and even clarified himself further at the end:  “No one comes to the Father except through me.” When some people assert that Jesus never claimed to be the only way to God, you wonder which Jesus they are referring to.  


In his book, What’s So Great About Christianity, Dinesh D’Souza notes that there are two kinds of people who deny the exclusivity or uniqueness of Christianity.  One group, he writes “that considers all religions to be the same is atheists.  This group views all religions as equally false….” (288)  But the other group, he says, “is made up of religious believers, although not of the very fervent kind.  These well-meaning folks insist that all religions are equal pathways to heaven—a position that only one major religion, Hinduism, actually endorses.  But there is a widespread sentiment in the West that religions are similar in that they are all human pathways to the divine.  By this measure it doesn’t really matter very much which religion you subscribe to, and to go around trying to persuade others to adopt your religion is a mark of impoliteness, if not fanaticism.”  (287)  

D’Souza helpfully clarifies the issue:  “contrary to what these people say, all religions are not the same. At some level, we all know this.  Most religions make exclusive and uncompromising claims about God and the human condition.  As these claims are often incompatible, there is no way that all religions can be true.”  Or as another person has noted, “It is logically possible that all religions are wrong, but it is not logically possible that all religions are right.”  

So what is unique about Christianity? Christianity differs from all other religions in its understanding of the human problem and of God’s solution.  “Christianity raises the bar even higher than other religions by insisting that in order to enter God’s Kingdom we must be perfect.  Not good, but perfect.  Good is not good enough.”  Or as Paul writes, “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,” and “The wages of sin is death.”  “My brother may be a better man that I am, and you may be a better man than he is, but ultimately none of this matters because none of us will make it on our own steam.” (292)


“The Christian answer is that God decided to pay the price himself for human sin.  Not just this sin or that sin but all sin.  God did this by becoming man and dying on the cross….Mexican author Carlos Fuentes writes that when the Christian missionaries first presented their doctrines to the Aztecs, the Aztecs were totally uncomprehending.  Fuentes writes, ‘In a universe accustomed to seeing men sacrificed to the gods, nothing amazed the Indians more than the sight of a god who had sacrificed himself to men.’  Yet what other religions hold to be absurd and scandalous, Christianity holds to be true.” (293)


This is what Jesus meant when he declared, “I am the way….”  He paid a debt he did not owe because we owed a debt we could not pay.   


3.  And so, Jesus declared, “I am…the truth.”  Yes, Jesus came as the living Word to reveal the truth, but he himself is the truth.  He is true in the sense of being trustworthy, worthy of our trust.  His word, his promise is faithful.  As the Word of God, the whole Bible is utterly trustworthy.  Jesus said, “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my word will never pass away.”  Referring to the Old Testament, Jesus said, “Scripture cannot be broken.”  God’s Word is trustworthy because it is unfailing and without error.  


Jesus is the truth.  Who else could you trust?  To whom could you admit your deepest and most shameful secrets? Who could you trust not to take that vulnerability and run away with it? Jesus calls us to trust him with what is most precious of all, our eternal destiny.  “Do not even trust yourself,” he says.  “All your attempts at self-salvation, all your good works by which you hope to save yourself are impure and offensive to me.  Instead you must deny your self and trust me.  Trust my good works.  Trust my sacrifice on the cross.  Trust my promise of eternal life.”  


4.  Because he is the life.  Jesus said, “I am the way, the truth, and the life.”  And this is perhaps the most pressing issue for us today, all gathered here because of a death.  Huddled together against the cold as it were, do you ever discretely glance around you and wonder “Who’s next? Whose turn will it be next time?”  We will gather again, you know, and again and again, until eventually there are none left to gather.  

Jesus is the life.  And that is very good news.  In John 5, Jesus declares that he has life in himself.  This does not simply mean that he was alive.  If that’s all he meant then we could apply that statement to ourselves.  The ambulance worker comes alongside an accident victim, checks her over and announces, “She has life in her.”  But Jesus was claiming something infinitely more glorious.  In John 5:25-26, he said:  “Truly, truly, I say to you, an hour is coming, and is now here, when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God, and those who hear will live.  For as the Father has life in himself, so he has granted the Son also to have life in himself.”  Jesus has life in himself.  He has the quality of life in him eternally and inexhaustibly; he is self-existent.  


All mere humans like us are dependent upon something outside us for our continued life and existence.  We must eat, we must take in nourishment, or we will die, because we do not have life in ourselves.  But Jesus does.  He is dependent on no one.  And as such, he is the true source of our life.  And even if our bodies die, no matter, for he is “the resurrection and the life.”  “I am the living water,” Jesus said, “drink of me.”  “I am the bread of life,” he declared, “feed on me.” 

CONCLUSION


As the way, the truth, and the life, Jesus alone can save us, which means that Jesus indeed can save all who come to him and put their trust in him.  


And I must urge you to put your faith in Jesus Christ.  I think Pastor Bob would haunt me if I did not use this opportunity to plead with you to be reconciled to God through the One who alone is “the way, the truth, and the life.”  I can say that better.  The love of Christ constrains me to urge you to be reconciled to God.  Stop delaying, stop debating, wavering, and stalling.  I mean, do you want my professional opinion?  Are you crazy? In view of this great hope, the only hope, what are you waiting for?


Oh, Come to the Father through Jesus, the Son.


And give him the glory, great things he has done.  

(

“Father, by your almighty Holy Spirit you have given us this sure word of hope in the Gospel.  By the same Spirit, give us true faith that we might believe the good news and pass from death into everlasting life.”

____________________________________________________________________________________________


