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I’d like to begin today by asking you to remember your first time; that is, the very
first time something happened in your life, the first time you did something all by
yourself, the first time you achieved something great. It should be something
significant.
Can you remember the day you were born? No, neither can I but I can remember
the day I learned how to swim and the first time I swam from the shallow end of
the McKeesport YMCA pool to the deep end, then swam back again.
Can you remember the day you took your first steps, when you walked for the very
first time in your life? Neither can I but I can remember when I first learned how to
tie my shoes. That was a big deal to me and an even bigger deal to my parents.
To the parents in the room: Can you remember the very first time you gave birth?
I’m talking to the fathers as well as the mothers because you’re in this together,
right? It’s not like we didn’t do anything, right? We coached, we cheered, we ate
candy bars while she was in labor. We told her to breathe. We counted out loud as
we timed the contractions. We stayed by her side till the doctor said “Get out of the
way!” We hung in there through the entire delivery and saw everything, start to
finish, right? You didn’t pass out did you? I remember that first time. I remember
how I felt! I loved it. It was awesome. One day there are two of you and then you
go to the hospital and boom! there are three of you. Just like that! Nothing to it. I
remember thinking and maybe saying, “This is so easy we should have more. It
was a little too soon to say that!
What about the woman? I’m sure you mothers remember the event, and you
remember it differently, cause you do all the work. It’s so much work to have a
baby! It begins as soon as you discover you’re pregnant. There’s 9 months of
preparation, sacrifice, sore backs and sleepless nights. Then there’s labor.
But you battle through and give birth. People are bossing you around like crazy,
before, during and after. You think you’ll be able to rest once the baby is born. But
no! The hospital’s noisy and you keep getting awakened.
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What are those moments like for you, mom, after you’ve given birth? Once it’s just
you and your husband and your baby. Are you feeling like you’ve been hit by a
truck? Aren’t you excited to tell everyone? Are you exhausted and longing for
rest? Are you thinking about how your life is about to change and everything that
has suddenly been placed on your plate? Are you able to bask in the moment and
take it all in? You have a daughter now, or a son. Now you are a family. You’ve
had a baby!
Can you remember the first time that happened in your life? You’ll never forget
that, right? Remember how awesome that was?
One more. Can you remember the moment or that day, the first time Jesus came
alive in your life? Some people call that their “born again” experience. Some
people say that’s the day they “invited Jesus into their heart” or the day that they
“accepted Jesus” as their “Lord and Savior,” or the day they gave their life to the
Lord.
I like to think of it as that moment when Jesus came alive in my heart, when he
became real to me, when I became aware of him, that moment when I became
convinced that Jesus existed, that he loved me that he cared about me that I was
among those for whom he gave up his life. That moment for me happened at
Jumonville and I was 21 years of age.
I grew up in the church. I was baptized as an infant and taken to church every
single Sunday unless I was sick. I had 12 years of perfect attendance meaning that
I was there every Sunday, church and Sunday School, Primetime, unless sick or on
vacation and when I was on vacation I got a visitor’s card from the Sunday School
teacher that I took back to my teacher to verify my attendance. They wouldn’t just
take my word for it. No way! Not when it came to perfect attendance.
I was always in church and Sunday School. I listened. I talked. I read out loud. I
didn’t get it. I didn’t understand fully the magnitude of what was being said until
that week at Jumonville. So on a Wednesday afternoon of that week, at 4:30 in the
afternoon during a break, I walked across the street into the chapel and knelt at the
prayer rail. I prayed to Jesus, thanking him for what he had done for me and
promising to follow him and love him, forever. I will never forget that moment and
how I felt that day, that week actually.
Have you had one of these days? Do you remember when Jesus became real to
you? When you became aware? Not just real, but I mean really real, died-for-yoursins-real? You ever experience that?
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John Wesley had it happen to him. It was what we now call his Adlersgate
experience. He was listening to someone reading from Martin Luther’s
commentary on the book of Romans, part of a crowd gathered in a Moravian
Chapel on Aldersgate St. in London one night.
“While he was describing the change which God works in the heart through
faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ,
Christ alone for salvation; and an assurance was given me that he had taken
away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.”
Next, he started the Methodist movement.
Do you remember when Jesus came alive to you? The day you said you loved him,
the day you accepted for yourself what he had done? Maybe you promised to
honor him and serve him with your life. Do you remember how excited you were?
Do you remember how everything and everyone looked different to you?
Remember how full of love and hope you were? Where is that excitement today?
Have you lost your zeal? Have you lost your enthusiasm, the enthusiasm you once
had as a new follower in Jesus Christ? We can feel so good about ourselves and
our relationship with God. We can do so in love with Jesus understanding what it
means to love him with all of our heart and all of our soul and all of our mind and
all of our strength. We convince ourselves that we will not forget that moment,
ever, nor will we forget that feeling we have right then. We’re convinced God is
real. We’re confident Jesus loves us and paid for our sins. We are on a spiritual
high that is greater than any high we’ve ever experienced. We know that God
knows who we are; that he knows our name and he loves us just as we are, and he
love you and me as much as he loves anyone!
And then life happens. You come back to earth. People who have been to
Jumonville or other camps and have had that happen to and have seen it happen to
others and have led camps and retreats there call that “coming down the
mountain.” It’s when you leave the idyllic world of the super-encouraging and
affirming setting of a church camp experience and you go back into the real world.
You try to maintain your enthusiasm. You try to explain what happened to the
people you live with, people you love, people you know, people you encounter
every day – and they don’t understand. You’re disappointed. A little bit of the joy
you experienced leaves you. And you begin to lose your zeal, that great enthusiasm
you possessed for maintaining and growing your relationship with God through
Jesus Christ and all that means for you and your life.
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Perhaps it didn’t happen at a church camp for you. Maybe it was in a fellowship
group at college or your small group or at a Billy Graham crusade or while you
were listening to someone preach in church or on TV, or in a conversation you
were having with a friend or a grandparent. Maybe you were reading something on
your own – a book, the Bible, the parable of the Lost Son and Waiting Father.
Maybe it was as quiet and unassuming as John Wesley’s was, where he just heard
someone reading something and he finally got it. He became aware. He suddenly
understood. It suddenly made sense about who Jesus was, what Jesus had done and
what that meant to him.
Some of you may be saying you didn’t have that moment in your life, or if you did,
you can’t remember it. Maybe you’re right. But if you believe that Jesus is God’s
son, if you believe that he died for the sins of the world, if you believe that because
he was raised from death to life we have forgiveness for our sins and the hope, the
promise of eternal life and you believe that applies to you as much as anyone else,
then you get it, you’re aware and that’s what really matters.
And if you believe all that then you should feel pretty good about who God is, who
you are in relation to him, his presence, your life and your eternal salvation.
Have you forgotten all that? Have you forgotten how you felt about that whenever
it happened? Have you lost your zeal? If you have I want you to get it back.
In I Peter 3:15 Peter writes,
Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to
give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness
and respect.
I Peter 3:15
So I told you about John Wesley’s Aldersgate experience. Let me tell you of
another experience in his life. It was when he was on board a ship coming to the
United States. During their voyage, the ship ran into a storm. Storms on land are
scary. Storms at sea are terrifying. Wesley and his travelling companions feared for
their lives.
But there was a group of Moravian Christians travelling on the ship as well and in
the midst of the storm they showed no fear. They gathered together and sang
hymns that reminded them of who God is and who Jesus is and what they believed
as followers of Jesus Christ. They gathered to encourage each other and to
remember the reason for the hope in God they possessed.
Wesley was impressed. He never forgot that moment.
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“Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give a reason
for the hope that you have.” Says Peter.
Why is that important?
First of all, it serves to remind you of that moment in your life when you became
aware of who Jesus was and what he means to you. It puts you back in touch with
how you felt at that moment; how you sensed God’s presence; how you felt God’s
love; how you realized that there was more to life than what you’d experienced to
that point of your life; more of God and Jesus than you had understood before.
It helps to go back there.
Second reason it’s important. It enables you to tap into that memory, that
experience, that confidence and that sense of joy, that closeness to Jesus when you
need it most.
When you are feeling hopeless you can remind yourself that you have hope in
Jesus Christ. He is God’s son.
When you are feeling isolated and all alone, you are, in fact not alone. Jesus is
beside you. He loves you.
When you struggle under the weight of some unbearable mistake that you made he
doesn’t abandon you. He remains with you, understands you and offers
forgiveness. Remember he died for your sins.
When you feel insignificant and unloved, he loves you with a love greater than
anyone else can offer.
When you are exhausted, physically, emotionally, spiritually, he comes along side
and carries you.
Third reason to always be prepared to give answer to everyone who asks you to
give a reason for the hope that you have?
So that you will be readily prepared to help others when they come up against the
storms of life and when they struggle with their faith or when they wonder, “Who
is Jesus?” You can remind them of what Jesus means to you; what Jesus has done
for you; what Jesus will do for them, even if it’s just to get them through their
struggle.
Christianity is a team sport. It is not meant to be practiced alone in isolation. We
need to support and encourage each other. We need to draw on each other’s faith.
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When people say they don’t need the church to be Christian, they are wrong. They
are wrong. Jesus intended that we would do life together and support each other.
If someone says I don’t need the gossip that’s in the church. I agree. I don’t need it
either.
If they say I need the hypocrisy I see in the church, I agree.
If they say I don’t need the judgementalism or the criticism I see in the church, I
agree. Jesus doesn’t want that there either. He spoke against it. But we all need the
love we find there. We all need the sense of community, encouragement and
support that we find there. We need the awareness of God’s Goodness and Jesus’
love and the Holy Spirit’s presence that we find there, that we find here!
Can you remember when you first became aware of what Jesus did for you?
Remember your zeal? Don’t lose your zeal. It has sustaining power. It will help
you and others over the rough spots. It is the greatest joy you’ll ever know!
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