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…pray… 
 

Read 2 Cor 4:16-5:10 

 

As almost all of you know, I have St. 4 Colon Cancer.  Thank you for a year of 

kind words & prayers & love.   

 

This morning:  what I’ve learned about living the Christian life after one 

year w/potentially terminal illness. 

 

While my experiences and reflections are personal,  I can say that my help 

has come from God and His Word. 

 

So this morning I want to share several issues that have become important to 

me this year.   

 

As we go, I hope to look at my trial through the lens of Scripture! 

 

 

 

Here’s the backstory: 
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Here’s the backstory… 

 

Friday, July 20, 2018 (after several tests) my oncologist – “difficult & life-

changing conversation”; St 4 colorectal cancer:  colon (2015; St. 1), liver, 

both lungs, lymph;  

 

Joanie in the office; later, parking lot at Panera’s – “I want to grow old w/ 

you” … 

  

That weekend I contacted:  all five young adult children (honesty & 

hope), & my brother (“I love you.”) 

 That Sunday evening:  deacon team 

 Later the following week:  parents (“I wish it could be me.”) 

 That next Sunday:  church (wept, prayed) 

 

Sept 17, 2018 (chemo begins) @ KU Cancer Center.  Gone well!  Good 

response to far.  

 

First 5 months: No spreading. Some shrinking and disappearing. 

 

Since:  Smaller reduction.  No spreading.  Manageable side effects.    

 

(Last CT Scan was early Sept; next early Jan.) 

 

  = “under control”    Dr:  chemo for the rest of my life. 

 

I am also trying alternative approaches:  diet, supplements, High 

Concentration Vit-C infusions…  

 

… prayer! 

 

 Me to oncologist:  two therapies:  chemotherapy & prayer therapy! 

 

 And so that catches you up on my cancer. 

 

But why (reason & purpose)?   
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But why ?  Why cancer (why trials, why suffering – esp. for a Christian  

forgiven)?    reason & purpose when God allows us to suffer?   

 

Reason: 

The big picture (reason is theological):  The Fall (Gen 3) – spec., 

death is still mankind’s penalty for our “First Parents’” disobedience. 

 

The Fall teaches us why bad things (e.g. cancer) happen (& more 

imp’t, why we need a Savior.)  

  

Purposes:  

Correction (1 Cor 11) – factions expressed in callous pride and 

irreverence that spilled over onto the solemn observance of the Lord’s 

Table.    So God disciplined the Corinthians for their lack of holy fear! 

 

V.30 – For this reason many among you are weak and sick, 

and a number sleep (  death) . 

 

V.33 – But when we are judged, we are disciplined by the Lord, 

so that we will not be condemned along w/ the world. 

 

 (Heb. 12:6f  –  Those whom the Lord loves He disciplines…) 

 

Humiliation (humbling).   Suffering and its side effects correct pride 

and self-reliance.   

 

The Apostle Paul is one of the most influential men in human 

history!  But God used suffering and opposition (thorn in his 

flesh) to keep Paul in his place. 

 

2 Cor 13:7 – to keep me from exalting myself there was given 

me a thorn in the flesh 

 

E.g. (cancer & humbling) in my life:  I can tell you I’ve aged 

years in the past 14 months!  Hard for an active, life-long gym 

rat to accept.   

 

But the effects of cancer have improved some of my pride 

issues! 
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Sanctification – Sermon title (James 1):  “Never waste a perfectly 

good trial!”  Trials and suffering improve your faith (Jas 1 – hardens; 

1 Pet 1- refines), and cause you to rely on God’s sanctifying grace. 

 

Jas 1:2-3 – Consider it all joy brethren, when you encounter 

various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces 

endurance.  Cancer hardens/purifies your faith. 

 

2 Cor 13:10 (Paul) – Therefore I am well content 

w/weaknesses, w/ insults, w/distresses, w/persecutions, 

w/difficulties, for Christ’s sake; for when I am weak, then I am 

strong.   Cancer sanctifies! 

 

Direction – trials and setbacks clarify your path!  (A trial is that 

irritating, bossy GPS voice that says: “turn around!”)   Providence!   

 

Acts 16 (Paul’s 2
nd

 Missionary Journey) – The apostle’s 

repeatedly frustrated travel plans. The gospel goes to Europe!   

 

An older pastor like me, who has shepherded his flock for many 

years, will eventually ask God this question:   “How do I know 

when it’s time to hand off the baton?”  (I had been asking God 

that question before my diagnosis.  Perhaps younger, diff exp...)   

 

Maybe God is clarifying my direction & time as your pastor.   

 

 Be careful what you ask for…  

 

 

Concentration – Suffering turns your heart towards heaven.  Trials 

clarify eternal things:   “there is better than here” (2X).  

 

2 Cor 5:8 – we are of good courage, I say, and prefer to be 

absent from the body and to be at home with the Lord. 

 

Phil 1:21 – For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.  
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Resignation.  Submission.  God, Creator of All & King of the 

Universe, is not obligated to tell you anything.  Not even about 

yourself!  

Job (the most righteous man of his time) never found out why 

God allowed Satan to try him so bitterly (possessions, family, 

health, reputation).  

 

Dt 29:29  – The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but 

the things revealed belong to us and our sons forever, that we 

may observe all the words of this law. 

 

Confirmation – when you make faithful responses to your cancer 

(trial) you have assurance/evidence that your faith is strong (and will 

get stronger – Jas 1).   

 

How else could Paul write w/ such confidence, from prison, 

facing martyrdom (2 Tim 4:6-8) – the time for my departure 

has come.  I have fought the good fight, I have finished the 

course; I have kept the faith; in the future there is laid up 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 loved His appearing. 

 

 Paul’s response to a life of trials assured him his faith 

was real!  That is eternal future was secure. 

 

This benefit of suffering (confirmation, assurance) has become 

a great comfort to me!  By God’s grace, I find, in my responses 

to my trials, evidence that my faith is genuine. 

 

My faith is in much better health than my body! 

 

 

Why cancer…? We live in a fallen world!  Creation groans.  Our outer man 

decays. And all the while, God is refining our faith!  Yet momentary light 

affliction is producing in us an eternal weight of glory far beyond all 

comparison. 
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Let’s move from theology to application!  How have I lived with my cancer this 

past year (terminal threat, chemo, cared for my family, ministry)?   

 

My responses to my cancer have played out in several ways: examining, praying, 

meditating, ministering, … continuing.    Shepherding myself, family, church. 

 

Shepherding myself (my personal responses to cancer): 

 

First:   Pauls’ advice  (2 Cor 13):  “examine yourself!”  (“Practice what you 

preach!”)  You need to be confident that you are in Christ!   

 

2 Cor 13: 5 – Test yourselves to see if you are in the faith; examine 

yourselves! Or do you not recognize this about yourselves, that Jesus 

Christ is in you – unless indeed you fail the test? 

 

  Be sure!  One of the first things I did was look hard at my relationship 

with Christ!   What is your relationship w/the Lord…? 

 

And I am in Christ, although I wasn’t born that way! Neither were 

you. 

   By right of birth, I was God’s creation but not His child! 

 

In fact, my sinfulness & sin identified me as a rebel against God’s 

will/ commandments.  Rom 3 – all have sinned; no fear of God 

 

  God judges sinners!  Heb 9:27 - For it is appointed for men to die… 

 

  But in love, God also sent His Son, Jesus, to seek & forgive sinners.  

          John 3:16; Rm 5:8 

 

Jesus is completely God & completely Man.  Tempted but sinless!  

But … Suffered, died, buried,…and then… raised back to life!   

Why?  To pay for my all sins, in my place.1 Cor 15; 2 Cor 5:21 

 

So again, how can you be sure that you belong to Jesus?  Trust these 

promises (only) for yourself.  Turn to Christ and follow Him. 

 

  “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and you will be saved.”  Acts 16  

  “He who believes in Him will not be disappointed.”  Rom 10 

  I examined myself to make certain that I belong to Jesus.  And I do! 
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Second response:  I pray.  A lot!  I always tell people I’m praying two 

requests, to be: i.) healed and ii.)  faithful (regardless). 

 

  Jesus (2 prayer truths):  “You do not have because you do not ask.”   

“You ask and do not receive because you ask with the wrong 

motives, that you may spend it on your pleasures.” 

 

So I pray to be healed.  But why should God heal you (or lift a trial 

from you)?  I’ve found five reasons (motives) for God to lift your 

trial, in my Bible this past year (reasons, not guarantees): 

 

i.) God’s glory; ii.) Further service; iii.) Relieve sorrow; iv.) 

Bring joy. v.) God’s mere pleasure (Phil 1; Phil 2; John 16:24)  

 

There is a focus here on others (God, ministry, family/friends) 

   

And, as I said, I pray to be faithful. 

 

   Jesus said: “Nevertheless…not My will but Yours (Lk 22:42)” 

 

This is perhaps the most fundamental prayer request in 

Christian experience.  …not my will, but Yours… 

 

So if our almighty, all-wise, all-gracious God doesn’t heal me, 

I want to finish well. 

 

In addition to praying, I memorize & meditate on Scripture.  God’s Word 

builds faith and brings comfort and gives wisdom.    

 

Early in this trial: Joanie & I before sleeping:  Phil 4:4-7 – “Say the 

verse…”   Rejoice in the Lord, always, again I will say, rejoice… 

 

  Here are some verses I’ve esp. leaned on (growing list!) … 

   

Focus on trials/suffering:  Jas 1; 1 Pt 1; 2 Cor 4,5; 11  

 

Focus on heaven:  Psa 23; John 14; 2 Cor 4,5; Phil 1; 2 Tim 4 

2 Cor 5:5 – Now He who prepared us for this very purpose…  

“purpose” – fold this tent & move into your heavenly 

   home 
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Big lesson: day by day, I’ve found that normal is good!    

 

Keep serving.  Try to maintain your lifestyle (won’t be 100%). 

 

Get out of the “waiting room” (A. McQuitty):  Temptation:  Put your 

life put on hold while you wait for health/death.  Thus failure to serve.  

 

  Resist self-pity, complaining. Phil 2:14 – Do all things w/o grumbling  

 

Even More Personal Lessons (what I’ve learned; come to grips with; some hard). 

 

Sin (cancer has taught me about my sin!): Self-pity. Weak faith (doubt, 

complaining).  Pride (Cancer – top that!  Hero (attention)!).   

 

Your cancer (trial) is not your defining characteristic (P. Tripp), your new 

life in Christ still is (NT “in Christ”). 

 

I am not fundamentally a cancer patient (fill in the blank), I am a 

Christian.    

  

Accepting (Paul Tripp):  Weakness.  Side-effects, e.g. neuropathy.  Limits.  

 

But esp., accepting the possibility of your own death:  Start: five years = 

15% (I’ve used one).   But maybe another 20 (God knows)?    

 

But we’ve always known this:  Heb 9:27. Psa 90:12 (So teach us to 

number our days…)   Perhaps I just now know a few more details! 

 

Shepherding my family: 

 

Communication.  (Joanie has helped so much!)  Health (Honesty w/ 

hope.).  Activity. Again, for my family to see me living a normal life 

encourages them.  I don’t  need to talk about my cancer all the time!     

 

Demonstrate & encourage faith.  God is good & mighty & wise.    

 

Pray.  For my family’s comfort and strength. To not be bitter. 
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Shepherding our church:   Thank you for being patient and loving & praying. 

 

Ministry  @ BBC –  How much time do I have:  25 yrs.? 2 yrs?  Only God 

knows, at this point. 

 

But I’m not ready to settle for a “maintenance mode” ministry!    

 

We’ve been prayerfully working on revitalizing our ministry for 4-5 

years (“next 60 years”)! We are experiencing season of God’s 

blessing!   It’s too soon to stop!   

E.g. … 

I’ve asked the deacons to set aside a couple of Saturdays after the first 

of the year to meet w/ me to discuss our ministry strategy for next few 

years.  E.g. 

 A more biblical model of church organization that 

involves both an elder team and a deacon team. 

 

 Children’s ministry.   

 

 Succession plan.  Smooth & flexible transition of 

pastoral leadership that allows me to be involved, 

including selecting & mentoring (over-lapping with) 

our next pastor.  A process that will take a 2-3 + yrs. 

 

It has occurred to me:  perhaps my last & most important 

teaching assignment @ BBC will be “how to finish well.” 

 

Through my teaching.  E.g. the privilege of sharing this 

message/testimony w/ you.   

 

By example.  1Tim 3:2 (above reproach, incl. suffering) +  

 1 Peter 5:3  (shepherd by example)    + 

Hebrews 13:7 (imitate)        

 

 = 2 Tim 4:6b-7 – I have fought, finished, kept  
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This is a heavy subject…!  : /     

 

 

Yet I’ve had a great year!  Can you believe that … !?! 

 

Marriage.  Joanie:  every moment keeping me alive.  We’ve gone from 

being close to closer! 

 

 Family (children, grandchildren, brother, parents, Joanie’s siblings) 

 

Ministry (BBC – our love for one another; my holy sense of urgency & 

accountability; preaching – “I preached as never sure to preach again, and 

as a dying man to dying men.” – Richard Baxter (Puritan); boldness in 

personal encounters; more counselling!) 

 

Personal relationship with Jesus and progress in personal sanctification. 

 

 

Summary of lessons from my trials. 

 

 God always has a purpose(s) and He  is always good, wise & mighty. 

  

Make sure that you are in Christ! You may be standing on brink of eternity! 

 

 Draw near to Jesus (Scripture, prayer; meditation; fellowship; sing).   

 

 Accept your trial.  Neither deny it nor be paralyzed by it. 

 

 Keep moving (normal is good, serving is good, but change is inevitable). 

 

 Finish well.  Think about your legacy?  You’ll have one…what will it be? 

 

Finally (Jas 1):  Consider it all joy, brethren, when you encounter various 

trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance. 

 

Never waste a perfectly good trial. 

 

...pray…     

 

Questions? 


