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 Hi, how are we doing? Good! I’m exhausted. Earlier this week, I was in Peru and caught one of those wonderful red-eye flights. Why do we take those again? I took a red-eye flight back and the next day, settled on our old house and packed it up. Then the next day, we settled on our new house, which is half a block from our old house. And that really doesn’t matter, moving is hard! Yesterday I spent 12 hours, the highlight of which was moving a piano. So I’m exhausted but I have to say that I am so energized this weekend, and you are going to be energized too by some of the things I share with you, some miracles that happened, that didn’t happen during our ‘Miracles’ series but have happened in the last week. I can’t wait to tell you about them.

This weekend, we kick off a new series called ‘Legends’ and we are going to talk about some biblical legends. Everybody from a prophet named Samuel to a king named David to a queen named Ester to a whale-rider named Jonah and wall-builder named Nehemiah. Let me frame this series and then I’ll tell you who we are going to talk about this weekend. On Thursday mornings, I co-lead a small group with our Discipleship Pastor, Heather Zempel, and we took a field trip this week to my office. I talked about some of the books that are on my shelves. I’ve got a few thousands volumes in my office and I have a shelf for sciences because I love physics and neurology. You know how crazy I am, I love that stuff! I’ve got a shelf with leadership and marketing kind of books. I love my theology so I’ve got all those books that are in your typical pastor’s office. But there is one shelf that I really like. It is my biography shelf. I love biographies because there is something about reading about other people’s stories that helps me understand my story. Here’s the deal, those several thousand books in my library really trace back to one book, a biography. When I was a senior in college, I read an 800-page biography on Albert Einstein and I had studied about the theory of relativity but it was a very interesting, different experience knowing how quirky and idiosyncratic Albert Einstein was. He was a crazy guy. But something about that biography made me fall in love with reading. I read about 200 books that year. Up until that point, I had read about two-dozen books that had not been assigned by a teacher for a class. Most of them were sports books filled with statistics and pictures. So up until that point, I wasn’t a reader, but then I read this one biography and just fell in love with reading. So, over the years, a lot of biographies have shaped me. In fact, a lot of how I think and what I do, those biographies have shaped.

Let me give you an example. I read a biography of D.L. Moody, a famous Chicago pastor and evangelist. There was one story in that book that I read. He said that he always felt guilty if he heard the blacksmith hammering early in the morning before he was up praying. I don’t know what it was about that but I read that story and it turned me into a morning. There are larks and owls, I’m an owl. I’m more of an owl by default, but I read that story and I thought I need some a.m. margin where I’m up praying and reading the Word and getting my day started. So right now, I’m in a writing season and I’m usually up and at it around 5:30 a.m. I only hit my snooze about one time, then I’m up and at it. And that traces back to reading about D.L. Moody and that story inspired me. 

I could give you so many examples, but here’s the thing, some of them not always what you want to find out. If you say who is one of your favorite authors, A. W. Tozer in a heartbeat. I love A.W. Tozer, the knowledge of the holy pursuit of God, a modern-day mystic. Then I read his biography and, ouch, he had nine children who really didn’t know their father, at least not as well as the staff members who worked for him. In fact, when A.W. Tozer died, his wife got remarried and here’s how she described her first husband, A.W. Tozer and her second husband. She said A.W. Tozer loved Jesus, my second husband loved me. I read that and I thought, oh man, I am not going to sacrifice my family on the altar of ministry. That is not what God has called me to. It is not what God has called any of us to. I believe God first, family second, ministry third. So sometimes you read biographies and say, ok I don’t want to do that or I want to do this. So all I’m saying is read biographies.  

Once a year, we do a biographical series. So what we are doing is we are looking at these different people to see what we can learn from them, from their successes and their failures. And then we try to integrate that into our lives. These folks are unique because they made it into the Bible. That would be cool to have on your resume! These are biblical legends, if you will, biblical biographies and I think there is a lot to learn from them, so let’s get started.

Turn to Judges, Chapter 6. I’m cheating this weekend, I admit it. Every weekend, we tend to preach on the chapters that we have read the previous week as we read through the Bible together and we ended the first part of Judges, but I’m going to look forward a little bit to Gideon and you’re going to get to these stories Monday or Tuesday. Judges 6, let’s dive in and see what the Lord has to show up this weekend.

1 Again the Israelites did evil in the eyes of the LORD, and for seven years he gave them into the hands of the Midianites. 2 Because the power of Midian was so oppressive, the Israelites prepared shelters for themselves in mountain clefts, caves and strongholds. 3 Whenever the Israelites planted their crops, the Midianites, Amalekites and other eastern peoples invaded the country. 4 They camped on the land and ruined the crops all the way to Gaza and did not spare a living thing for Israel, neither sheep nor cattle nor donkeys. 5 They came up with their livestock and their tents like swarms of locusts. It was impossible to count the men and their camels; they invaded the land to ravage it. 6 Midian so impoverished the Israelites that they cried out to the LORD for help. 

Let me pause for a moment here, verse 6, you are going to see that pattern repeated throughout the Book of Judges. Things that to get really bad. In fact, here’s how I would describe it. The only time the Israelites turned to God is when they have nowhere else to turn. Fortunately, that doesn’t happen anymore. Ha ha.  Oh man! It happens all the time! We turn to God when we have nowhere else to turn. But I want to say this, here is the heartbeat of God, the Lord does not turn his back on us. So even when we turn our back on Him, if we return to Him, He is there for us. I think that’s some good news in the Book of Judges. Maybe here’s a way of saying it – would you not agree that anything that makes us rely upon God more is a good thing? But it’s always the bad things that make us rely upon God, so maybe the bad things are the good things. It is the calamities and disasters and the oppression that the Israelites are experiencing and those bad things become good things if we respond to them the right way and return to the Lord in greater dependence and greater faith and greater obedience. See, the issue is never the circumstances we are in, it is always our response to those circumstances, and if the by-product of those circumstances is a deeper held faith and a more willful obedience to God, do we dare say thank God for some of the bad things that become good things in our lives? I hope we do.

 11 The angel of the LORD came and sat down under the oak in Ophrah that belonged to Joash the Abiezrite, where his son Gideon was threshing wheat in a winepress to keep it from the Midianites. 12 When the angel of the LORD appeared to Gideon, he said, "The LORD is with you, mighty warrior." 

Here’s the deal. Gideon is not a mighty warrior. Gideon is a farmer! So I’m wondering why doesn’t the angel of the Lord show up and say something like the Lord is with you, industrious farmer. But that’s not what it says. The Lord is with you, mighty warrior.

On our staff, I give everybody nicknames. I just do it and I don’t care whether you like it not. I’m a nickname giver. All my kids, bless their hearts, have all kinds of nicknames, and our staff. I told you we moved this week and there were nine guys carrying our piano. Nine guys and one super-guy, Chris Jarrell. There were nine strong men but there was one Chris Jarrell and he has a new nickname, I now call him piano man. He took that thing on his back. 

Last week I was hiking the Inca Trail. Wow! What an experience! It is not for the faint of heart. I was really, really hard. But on the trail, I think everybody ended up getting a nickname. Some of you know Bob Powers. He is a good friend of mine. Poor Bob endured lots of nicknames, but here’s what I love. I am the most inept hiker in the world. I only had shorts. I did not have long pants and the second night, it was below freezing. So I’m not the most planned-out hiker. Do you know Jelly Belly makes these new energy jellybeans? This may be a value part of the sermon for some of you. I didn’t have any of that stuff. So we were moochers, beef jerky here and jellybeans over there, but Bob hooked me up with a jacket and gloves, so another one of his names was The Outfitter. I love nicknames. Here’s what you need to know. One reason why I do this is because Jesus did it. I’m not saying I’m as good at it or that they are as spiritual, but isn’t God always giving nicknames? How do I say this without being sacrilegious but they are ridiculous nicknames. Like Abram, let’s call you Abraham, father of many of nations. He had no children! Like this is a bad joke name. Go ahead and insult him and call him what he is not. But God doesn’t call us what we are, does He? He calls us what we can be. He doesn’t see us present tense, He sees who we will become. So for Abraham, it made no sense, but you give it enough years and you hang on to that promise and he will be the father of many nations. How many here are children of Abraham?  If you are in Christ, you are a child of Abraham. So that name didn’t make sense. But thousands of years later, that name is making more and more sense, isn’t it? There are billions of children of Abraham who are children of God. 

I think you see it with Peter too. Like, the Rock. Seriously? Anything but the Rock, because this guy is go impetuous, here and there and denying and yes and no. But Jesus sees who he will become. Upon this rock I will build the church. He sees who Peter could become. What I want you to see in this story is Gideon, of all of the legends we are going to talk about, he is so ordinary. In fact, you are about to see how ordinary he is. Even legends put their pants on one leg at a time. The Lord is with you, mighty warrior. I wonder what your name is? This is dangerous because it is going way off of my notes, but did you know that Revelation 2 says that there is a white stone with a name written on it known only to our Creator and that when we meet God face to face, that name will be revealed, and I believe every moment of our lives will make sense in that moment as our true name is revealed. We have a birth name, I’m Mark, but that’s not my real name. My real name is the name that is written on that white stone, and in that moment I believe that all of our history and all of our destiny will make sense because God has a name for you. For Gideon, the name was mighty warrior.  

 13 "But sir," Gideon replied, "if the LORD is with us, why has all this happened to us? Where are all his wonders that our fathers told us about when they said, 'Did not the LORD bring us up out of Egypt?' But now the LORD has abandoned us and put us into the hand of Midian." 

 14 The LORD turned to him and said, "Go in the strength you have and save Israel out of Midian's hand. Am I not sending you?" 

 15 "But Lord , " Gideon asked, "how can I save Israel?

Here is where we see Gideon putting on his pants one leg at a time because he has the same insecurities and uncertainties that we have.

 My clan is the weakest in Manasseh, and I am the least in my family." 

And the Lord answers him just like He answered Moses. This is interesting because the issue is not who you are but who is going with you.

 16 The LORD answered, "I will be with you, and you will strike down all the Midianites together." 

 17 Gideon replied, "If now I have found favor in your eyes, give me a sign that it is really you talking to me.

So Gideon is a lot like us. Even before he put out the fleeces, he was asking for a sign and then another sign. How many of you can’t have enough signs? Give me more signs!  We want God to give us signs. Some good news because Gideon is just like us. He has already had an encounter with the angel but that is not enough. He needed more. So he concocts this sacrifice and fire comes out of a rock and then Gideon is like, ‘I now perceive.’ Wow, you are so quick, Gidoen! Then this is cool. 

 23 But the LORD said to him, "Peace! Do not be afraid. You are not going to die." 

 24 So Gideon built an altar to the LORD there and called it The LORD is Peace. To this day it stands in Ophrah of the Abiezrites. 

God called Gideon and the testing begins immediately. I think sometimes we want to wait until we are ready, but you’ll never be ready. The Lord initiates this test right away. As God begins to call you into something, you should begin to discern that, don’t be surprised if the Lord puts a test out there because that testing process is then what prepares us for that final calling that God has for us.

 25 That same night the LORD said to him, "Take the second bull from your father's herd, the one seven years old. Tear down your father's altar to Baal and cut down the Asherah pole beside it. 26 Then build a proper kind of altar to the LORD your God on the top of this height. Using the wood of the Asherah pole that you cut down, offer the second bull as a burnt offering." 

 27 So Gideon took ten of his servants and did as the LORD told him. [I love this. This is going to be so encouraging to you.] But because he was afraid of his family and the men of the town, he did it at night rather than in the daytime. 

I can identify with Gideon. There is a lot of fear. What are people going to think? What are people going to do? So he does it under the cover of night. What was going through Gideon’s heart and mind in that moment? I was a pretty normal kid growing up. I did my fair share of ding-dong-ditch and tp and we once concocted a potion out of mushroom soup and I won’t tell you what we did with it, but we did our normal things as kids. I remember I had this football coach who called himself the meanest mother in the valley. He earned that name and so one night, we decided to tp him. I don’t know how you quietly throw toilet paper over trees, but we finished doing that and then it was time to ding-dong-ditch. Am I sharing too much information? You are giving me strange looks. Don’t tell me you didn’t do this when you were a kid. I got selected for doorbell duty. There is a cardinal rule in ding-dong-ditch that whoever is with you, you don’t run, you need to stay while the person goes up there to ring the doorbell, but my friends set me up because they yelled and then ran, and then I ran for my life because I knew if we got caught, we’d be running wind-sprints until next Tuesday. I remember the feeling of the adrenaline and we did it under the cover of night. So I was reading this story and had this childhood flashback. So I know how much adrenaline was pumping for me and all that was at risk was a few extra wind-sprints. But Gideon, this is scary stuff. But he had the courage to do it. Some of you aren’t in the place right now where you have the courage to step out in faith in the daytime. I want to tell you, it’s ok. I have been there so many times. This is not uncommon. When does Nicodemus come to Jesus? Under the cover of night. I think many scholars believe there was a fear of being affiliated with Jesus. Then when does Nehemiah circle the wall of Jerusalem? A night. I want to encourage you that if you are afraid, you are normal. Gideon was afraid and he only had enough courage to do it by night, but I believe the Lord honored that and used that. So God isn’t necessarily looking for courageous people, He is looking for obedient people; that when the Lord speaks, you are willing to step out in faith.

Can we have a little fun this weekend? I told you I was in Peru and I did something that I’d never done before. It was really scary. Can I share a little video with you? Then I’ll come back and tie it in. 

[Video of Mark paragliding]

It is a lot easier to laugh now. I’m not a roller coaster person, so it was like a 25-minute roller coaster ride, but here’s what’s crazy. I realized I was putting my life in the hands of a guy that was literally a foot shorter than me. How is that going to work with him behind me? He couldn’t see anything!  At that moment, I now have a new metaphor for faith. I’m not kidding. I thought we would take off before the cliff but I literally ran off it. There was less than a two-minute orientation and then about two minutes before we landed, I realized I didn’t know how we would land. I thought it would be like a running thing, but then I found out with paragliding it is just like you put your feet up and land on your bum. What a crazy experience! I think what I experienced physically is a reminder of a true spiritual lesson. I think there comes a moment in each of these legends. For Gideon, I think it is under the cover of night.

I want to be very careful because whenever I preach a sermon like this, I know that some of you are tempted to go in and quit your job on Monday. That’s not what I'm saying. But I am saying that there comes a moment when we need to respond by faith to what the Lord is calling us to do. Gideon is full of insecurities, full of uncertainties, but under the cover of night, he takes that first step of faith, runs off the cliff and begins to fly.

I want to look at one last story. We will only spend a couple of minutes here, but I think there is a profound lesson in it.  In the next chapter, it talks about this famous battle where Gideon calls his men at the Spring of Herod. The camp of Midian was north of them in the valley, and the Lord said to Gideon, “You have too many men for me to deliver Midian into your hands.”  Now listen, the Midianites have already been described as an army that you can’t even count. So it seems to me like God just misspoke. Shouldn’t it have been you have too few men? But God says you have too many men. Some of you remember this story. He basically says to tell anybody that’s afraid that they can go home. He started with 32,000 guys, 22,000 leave. That’s a lot of afraid men that run home. 10,000 men are left and God says it again, “You still have too many men.”  That makes no sense to me whatsoever, but that’s what I love. The Bible is full of terrible battle plans. Let’s march around Jericho for seven days blowing trumpets. Awesome! We are warriors! Let’s do it! And the story of David – no armor, just a slingshot. You don’t want those odds going against Goliath. Then, this one, why don’t we whittle it down to 300 men. Why does the Lord do that? It says right in the text that the reason why is in order that Israel may not boast against me that her own strength has saved her.  Here’s the deal, if you attack the Midians and defeat them with 32,000 men, there are a few people who might thank the Lord for lending them a hand. But when it’s 300, there’s no other explanation than divine intervention and God gets all the glory.

I want to tell you something today. If the Lord is jealous for something, He is jealous for his own glory, because anything less is idolatry. So many times in our lives, we are tempted to take credit for things that belong to the Lord. When we do that, we short-circuit what God wants to do in our lives and the legends end. But I am more and more convinced, the longer I live and the longer I lead, that God doesn’t do what He does because of it, He does what He does in spite of us, and the real trick is just to stay out of the way. Everybody take a deep breath and let it out. That’s my reaction to it. There is no pressure on us.  We don’t have to do anything. We just have to make sure we stay out of the way. When we think about legends, we think about brave people doing amazing things, but the truth is they are ordinary people but they stay out of the way and allow God to do what God does. So here we are, how many of our prayers revolve around God reducing the odds when God wants to do the exact opposite. He wants the odds to get stacked against us. Why? So that there is no temptation on our part to steal any of the glory. We learn that lesson this week. I can’t wait to share this with you. You ready?

On March 17th, our Executive Leadership Team and Stewardship Team went to look at a piece of property on Capitol Hill. We had done some research. We have a 20/20 Vision to launch 20 locations around the metro D.C. area and possibly some other major cities, especially east coast, then of course we’ll launch a café in Berlin, Germany next year. We’ll be telling you more about it when we ramp into that. That’s a pretty big vision and I think we realized that right now, we’ve got about 27 staff and we are already on top of each other trying to do what we’re doing. And if you haven’t noticed, our coffee house is not getting any bigger. That location is getting smaller, so we sense the need to maybe begin to look, not for right now, not even for next year, but thinking in 20/20 terms, we need something like another coffee house or maybe a theater that would accommodate more people so we could actually reach the fire marshal. That’s a joke. We need space for our staff to continue to grow. It’s going to take a lot of resources and a lot of people to move this thing forward. So we started looking and I’ll tell you that we found four pieces of property. That’s it on all of the Hill after an exhaustive search. Two of them were the right size in the wrong place. That doesn’t work. One of them was the wrong size in the right place and that doesn’t work either. There was one piece of property and on March 17th, we went and stood on it. As we stood on that property, a contract was placed on that property by another bidder. Crazy timing. We went into a bidding war with them and we lost and that property died. It was tremendously disappointing. It was like a sucker punch. We had prayed, this could be it, and we lost it. A couple of months passed and lo and behold, as that other primary contract came to the end of its feasibility study, they asked for an extension of time. We thought maybe this is a window where we can step in and we were told that if we were willing to put some non-refundable money on the table and take a risk, we have a core value – playing it safe is risky, and we lived up to that. We took their verbal word for it that if we put some non-refundable money on the table that we would get it. 24 hours later, we didn’t get it, they got a 10-day extension. I was so disappointed. The night before, I had been on the property kneeling and praying. We as a congregation had prayed for it. Ten days passed, and when that 10-day period was supposed to come to an end, I couldn’t resist the temptation, I texted our realtor and he said it’s a no go, they got it and they are going to settlement. Here’s the thing. Easter Sunday, do you remember the sermon I preached? Sure you do! John 11, Lazarus is dead for four days and Martha says to Jesus, “If you had been here, my brother would not have died.”  But then the next statement has become one of my favorite statements in all of Scripture. There are two words underlined in my Bible and they are now a part of my operating system, because what did Martha say? “Even now, God will give you whatever you ask.”  What’s so amazing about this is that the resurrection hasn’t even happened yet, and she is saying, my brother is dead for four days but it’s not over ‘til it’s over. Even now, God will give you whatever you ask.  Her brother was dead. I tell you what, this deal died three painful deaths. It was so disappointing, it is hard for me to put into words the level of emotional and spiritual energy that has gone out of me over three months interceding for us, but I felt in my spirit that even now, the thing is not dead. So I’m hiking the Inca Trail last week and on Thursday, the hardest day of the hike, an assent of about 4,500 feet to over 14,000 feet in about a five-hour stint, I don’t know what happened. In fact, I wouldn’t even know about it for two days. Are you ready to celebrate? We have a contract on that piece of property! Here’s what I love about it. It happened when I was out of communication and out of control. It was another reminder to me that this thing has nothing to do with me. God is in control and if we just stay out of the way. I wondered for three months why the Lord wouldn’t let this thing die in my spirit because it is dead in the physical reality, but it wouldn’t die. I kept praying and believing. Saturday night we made it to Machu Picchu and I called Lora from a pay phone in Peru. She said, “I know it’s the day before Father’s Day but here’s a little early gift, we got the contract on that piece of property.” My spirit leapt inside of me. And we are not going to boast in it. We can’t take any credit for it, because it was like 300 men against this uncountable army.

That’s how I want to live my life. I think the longer I live, the more I live for those moments when there is no human explanation for them. Where it is just the sovereignty of God. I don’t have a lot of time, but how does this story end? It’s great. The battle plan gets even better. Let’s attack with trumpets and jars. We’ve been trained with swords but ok. This is God’s way of saying, ‘I’m going to totally take you out of the equation. This is not about you, it is about Me and my glory.

Let me say this. We now begin our feasibility period when we need to do our due diligence. I want to tell you that there are some things about this property that are pretty amazing. For starters, it is at the vortex of Capitol Hill and the Navy yard and Riverfront, which is an evolving community right around the baseball park. So it is strategically located. There is about 150 feet of frontage on the expressway, so for accessibility and marketing reasons, you cannot put a price tag on that. Here’s what’s crazy, not long ago, underneath the expressway, there was a parking lot that was converted to a pay-to-park, but it is free on Saturday nights and Sunday morning. About 100 spots, can you believe it? There are a lot of things that are just so amazing. By the way, the address, I know some of you will want to Google Map it, is 733 Virginia Avenue, SE. Every property comes with complexity, so we are looking at this legally and environmentally and architecturally. Can we do what the Lord has purposed in our heart to do? We have no idea on timeline and we have more questions than answers. But we are going to continue to walk by faith and believe that as God gives vision, He is going to give provision and He is going to guide us in this. Can I ask you over the next 60 days to be asking the Lord for continued wisdom and favor? That’s really what we need. This thing belongs to the Lord.

I’ve got to share this one little thing. I told our family about this property right at the beginning when we first spotted it, and it was such a precious moment for me as a dad because we got on our knees as a family and my kids prayed for that property, not really knowing all about it, but I will never forget what they prayed. It was such a simple prayer, but they prayed that that property would be used for the glory of God. All along, I didn’t know who the property would go to, but all I care about is let it be used for God’s glory and God’s purposes. And I believe that that is going to happen. So let’s pray and let’s believe and let’s continue to live by faith. I wanted to take this opportunity in the context of this story. We can only boast in the Lord because He is that One who goes before us and gives us favor and moves sovereignly on our behalf. I believe that for every person here. You are going to go through some disappointments and you are going to have some sucker punches as you walk along, but God is still sovereign, even when it looks like things aren’t going the way they should be and even when you are filled with uncertainty and insecurity, the Lord is with you. If that is not enough to keep us going day by day, then nothing will be. It is not about our circumstances, it is about the providence of God in our lives. So today, I thank the Lord for his favor, corporately on this church, and I thank the Lord for his favor upon each and every one of us. Let’s pray together.

Father we come to You today and we thank You. Lord there is no combination of the 26 letters of the English alphabet that can possibility put into words the gratitude that we feel for your grace and your goodness and your greatness and your mercy and your love and your power and your sovereignty. So Lord today we give You thanks for who You are and what You have done and Lord we anticipate what you are going to do in the days ahead. We put our lives in your hands. Lord I believe that right now there are people here that feel like a farmer but there is a mighty warrior, there is something that You are calling out of them, and God I pray that You would continue to speak that thing into their lives, that they would recognize and realize that they are not who their parents named them to be, but they are the person You created them to be before the beginning of time, the One in whom is found all purpose in life. Before we were even formed in our mothers womb, You had plans and purposes and God I pray that those purposes would prevail in every life and I know that that begins with submitting our lives to the lordship of Jesus Christ, our Savior, Redeemer, and Creator. Lord I pray right now in this moment that those who have never made that decision would make that decision, that they would bow the knee to Jesus Christ. Lord for the rest of us who have been walking by faith, may we reconsecrate our lives to You and believe that during this series, as You inspire us by lives well lived, by examples of those who have a legendary faith, God would You continue to speak into our lives and help us walk into the destiny that You have for each and every one of us. We ask it and pray it in Jesus’ name, Amen. 

