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Welcome to National Community Church. We are thrilled that you are here!  What a joy to be together this weekend. Thanks for taking time out of your weekend to worship with us. We are excited about this series called ‘Gospel’ and where God is taking us.  Before we dive in, let me share something that I think all of us need to be aware of and I want to simply ask that all of us pray for. One of the joys as we grow larger as a church, don’t you feel like there is even more collective space that we have together? We have seen so many miracles that God has done on our behalf, and guess what? We need another one. It was a couple of months ago that we miraculously acquired a piece of property on the other side of Capitol Hill right off of the expressway, nothing short of a miracle. And we have started to pray that God would give us two adjacent pieces of property. In fact, what we are praying for is Virginia Avenue from 7th Street to 8th Street. So our staff went over there a few weeks ago and we stood on those properties and we prayed. It is something we’ve done many times before. You know the stories of how four people offered more money for the property that is not Ebenezers Coffeehouse but we got it! We prayed for it for eight years and the Lord answered that prayer. Here’s the deal, we prayed for two different pieces of property and God has answered half of that prayer! Let’s celebrate that half! We have been able to secure a contract on a piece that abuts our current property that faces 7th Street but we are praying for the corner. I want to say, you know I am not omniscient and I don’t always know what the Lord’s will is, but in my spirit, I believe this corner belongs to us. The owner just doesn’t know that yet. We have a core value – pray like it depends on God, work like it depends you. I want you to know that we’ve been working like it depends on us. We’ve been negotiating and having conversations but we are at the point where the only way this thing is going to happen is via prayer. It is going to take some divine intervention. So I want us to collectively pause for a moment and we are going to pray for the corner of 7th and Virginia Avenue, that the Lord would give that into our hands. Pray with me.
Lord, right now, we come together at all of our locations and God we combine our faith and we thank You that your Word says that if we have faith the size of a mustard seed, we can say to a mountain ‘move from here to there.’ Lord we confess that we have no idea the authority that is ours in Jesus Christ. When we pray in accordance with the will of God, we believe that You are a God who moves mountains. So Lord right now, we pray, we pray and bless the owner of this property, and God we pray that You would move in their hearts and that something would change this weekend and that there would be a desire on their part to sell this property to us so that we can build something that would glorify You and expand your kingdom, God, so that your kingdom would come and your will would be done on the corner of 7th and Virginia. We pray, not because we deserve it or not because we know exactly what you want to do, but by faith, we believe that You want to do another miracle and that You are going to answer all of this prayer. We pray it for your glory, in Jesus name, Amen.

What a joy to be together this weekend. We continue a series titled ‘Gospel.’ Last weekend was amazing! I love and appreciate our campus pastors so much. They shared the Word and shared their hearts last weekend live at each of our six locations and it was a great weekend. I believe we are in the epicenter of what it is that God wants to be doing at National Community Church. We’ve said it before but let me say it again, at the end of the day, we want to make sure that you understand the gospel backwards and forwards and inside out and outside in, we want to make sure that we are as explicit as we can possibly be when it comes to what the gospel is, what we believe, and what, for many of us, our eternal destinies are hanging on.
We have looked at Leviticus and Hebrews. This weekend, we look at the gospel through the eyes of Matthew and then next week, we wrap it up with the book of Romans. So, turn to Matthew Chapter 16 and we are going to jump right in. Matthew 16:13

 13When Jesus came to the region of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, "Who do people say the Son of Man is?" 

 14They replied, "Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, Jeremiah or one of the prophets." 

 15"But what about you?" he asked. "Who do you say I am?" 

 16Simon Peter answered, "You are the Christ, the Son of the living God." 

 17Jesus replied, "Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by man, but by my Father in heaven. Verse 21, 21From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life. 

 22Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. "Never, Lord!" he said. "This shall never happen to you!" 

 23Jesus turned and said to Peter, "Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to me; you do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men." 

 24Then Jesus said to his disciples, "If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. 25For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will find it. 26What good will it be for a man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul? Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul? 
I don’t think that I’ve ever shared this story with you but it’s one of the greatest moments of my life. When I was 21 years old, Lora and I had been dating for a few years and I felt like it was time to pop the question. So I started researching diamonds, cuts and color and clarity and I started planning for an engagement and I realized that I wanted to do it the right way. I felt like, alright, I’m going to ask Lora’s Dad before I ask Lora. So, I was a little bit intimidated because Lora’s Dad was also my pastor and beyond being really a spiritual giant in my life, he was also a physical giant. I’m 6 feet and 3 or 4 inches and he’s about my height but maybe a little bit wider, and huge hands. When he prayed for you, it was like, there is no way God is not going to answer this prayer because his hands would envelope your head. He was a spiritual giant and a physical giant, so I was a little bit nervous, but I finally, this is a testament to how much I love Lora, so I mustered the courage and I went to his office one day and I asked him if I could marry his daughter. Would you like to know what he said? “Let me pray about it.” I kid you not. That will put the fear of God in you. And he forgot to get back to me! A week later, in probably the holiest week of my life, he finally got back to me and said yes, so I put my plan into action. When I was a freshman at the University of Chicago, Lora and I had started dating, we loved going on dates in the city, even though we were from Naperville, a western suburb, so I knew it had to be a city date, and so there were a few places that we loved. Long story short, we went downtown Chicago, went up to the 95th at the John Hancock and had dinner at a place called Lowry’s and then we went on a boat ride.  There are few things that are more beautiful than the skyline of Chicago at night reflecting off of Lake Michigan. So I popped the question, “Will you marry me?”  Would you like to know what she said? “Let me pray about it.” No, really, she said, “Yes.” And I look at the 18 years that we have been married and the cumulative moments and memories and I am so eternally grateful that she said yes. I think about it and it really came back to this moment where I had to pop the question. Stick with me for a moment.
I share that to share this, I’m concerned that so often we approach Jesus Christ in such an intellectual way, and one on level, there is nothing wrong with that. I believe that the most important decisions ought to be the most informed decisions. Faith is not blind. Faith is not logical, but it is not illogical either, it is theological. It goes beyond logic. We’ll come back to that in a few moments. What I want you to see is this story in a relational context. The disciples had followed Jesus for three years. They had seen all of his miracles and heard all of his parables; they had shared a hundred meals; they had walked hundreds of miles; they had laughed together and cried together; but there came a moment where Jesus, if you will, pops the question. 

I hope this analogy works for you. I know it’s a dating analogy, but I wonder if there are a lot of people who want to date God the rest of their life. But that’s not what God wants; that’s not what He demands. He wants more than that. And I think some of us are holding out or holding back and what Jesus Christ demands is all of us. Why? Because He gave all of Himself for us and nothing short of that will seal the relationship that He died for to have with us.

I think Jesus asks what is the question here, ‘Who do you say that I am?’  And Peter’s answer to that question is, ‘You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.’  Something very interesting happened in this story, so let’s drill down a little bit and I want you to notice. At first, Jesus asked them to theorize about who He is. Did you catch that? ‘Who are people saying that I am?’ In other words, let’s gauge popular opinion; let’s take the poll and who are people saying that I am. Some are saying Elijah or Jeremiah or John the Baptist, but then Jesus changes the game. He basically says, ‘Let’s stop theorizing and let’s start personalizing. Who do you say that I am?’  I think there are lots of theories about Jesus Christ, there was in the 1st Century, there is in this 21st Century. 

In the 1st Century, one of them was that Jesus was a prophet. I would suggest that that theory is still prevalent in our culture. I think there are a lot of people who believe that Jesus was a great teacher or a great healer or a great prophet, but that’s not who He claimed to be. Jesus claimed to be the Son of God. He said, “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life, no one comes unto the Father but by Me.”  In other words, He claimed exclusivity, that there is no way to get to God but through Him. He said things like, “I am the Resurrection and the Life.”  What makes Christianity and Jesus Christ unique is the fact that He claimed to be the Son of God. That is not a claim that Buddha or Confucius or Mohammed made. They did not make claims to divinity. And none of them lived a sinless life or died a substitutionary death on the cross, and none of them was raised from the dead. This is all or nothing. There is no in-between, it is not a multiple choice question, it is true of false. Is Jesus who He claimed to be or is He not? 
This is interesting. I read on interview with Bono, of U2, and he was interviewed about his religious faith, and specifically about questions of faith, and here was the question that was posed to him: Christ has to rank among the world’s greatest thinkers, but Son of God, isn’t that far-fetched?  Here is how he answered that question: No, it is not far-fetched to me. The secular response to the Christ story always goes like this – He was a great prophet, along the lines of other great prophets like Elijah, Mohammed, Buddha or Confucius, but actually, Christ doesn’t allow you that. He doesn’t let you off the hook. Christ says, ‘No, I’m not saying I’m a teacher, don’t call me a teacher, I’m not saying I’m a prophet, don’t call me a prophet; I’m saying I’m the Messiah. I’m saying I am God incarnate.’  And people say, ‘No, no please, just be a prophet. A prophet we can take.’ So what you are left with is either Christ was who He said He was, the Messiah, or a complete nut case. 
See, either it is true or it’s false. And if it is false, if Jesus isn’t who He claimed to be, the Son of God, then we are all wasting our time. But if He is who He said He was, then the only logical response is a complete submission of your life to the Lordship of Jesus Christ. That’s it, period. There is no in-between. I wonder if some of us need to stop theorizing and start personalizing. I wonder if there are some of us who need to seriously consider the claims of Christ, because I believe that your eternal destiny hinges upon your answer to that question. We’ll talk more about that next week. Romans 10:9-10 says If you confess with your mouth Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you shall be saved.
In his book, Finding Faith, Brian McClaren says that one way or another, we outgrow the faith of our childhood or youth. Now we are seeking a faith that we can hold with adult integrity, clean intelligence and honest feelings. He says losing the faith that my parents and church had tried to give me was necessary because I had to find a faith with my own name on it. 

One thing that I rejoice over when I think about the fourteen years that we’ve been in existence as National Community Church is that about half of our church are what we would call de-churched. That’s someone who maybe grew up going to church but you went because your parents took you and it was their faith but it wasn’t really yours. It didn’t have your name on it. I’ve heard this story a thousand times, that you go to college or maybe graduate from college and somehow, you all away from that routine because it was never really yours to begin with. But then somehow, someway, you find your way back. And in so many instances, National Community Church is a place where you wander into and what happens is you just come to terms with the fact that I can’t believe just because my parents believe, I’ve got to figure out whether this is me or not. Do I own this thing and does this thing own me? I have seen so many people go from what I call a second-hand faith, you believe because someone else believed, to a first-hand faith where you finally come to terms with the claims of Christ and you put your faith in Christ. Probably the simplest way to say it is this – God doesn’t have grandchildren. You can’t ride on your parents’ coattails. God only has children and that is a decision that you have to make for yourself.

Let me tell you a little bit about my spiritual journey. I was five years old and our family went to see a Billy Graham film called The Hiding Place and I don’t know why or how God used this particular film, but that night afterwards, I asked my mom if I could ask Jesus into my heart, and it was a very five-year-old experience and I am eternally grateful for it because for me, it was a defining spiritual moment in my life. Now, let me fast forward. I graduated from high school and I go to the University of Chicago and if I’m being honest, at that point in my life, I would say that I had an inverted relationship with Christ. What I mean by that is this – it was more about Christ following me than me following Christ.  I didn’t want to go anywhere without knowing that He was behind me following me. And it was more about Him serving my purposes than me serving his purposes. It was a very selfish spirituality.  Then something changed and I asked God a dangerous question, “What do You want me to do with my life?” And it was in that moment where I felt like, ‘God I’m tired of You serving my purposes and I want to start serving your purposes,’ and long story short, I went from a pre-law major and the University of Chicago and the next thing you know, I’m in a Bible college and next thing you know, I’m in seminary. Then Lora and I move here and I’m pastoring a church. I would have never guessed when I was 19 that that’s what I would be doing. But something changed. When I went to college, I would say that I knew what I believed, but I didn’t know why I believed what I believe, and there is a world of difference between those two things. I think what I’m trying to say is that my prayer for every one of us is don’t just theorize. What do other people say that Jesus is? No, I think there comes a time when you need to personalize. Is he who He said He was and is and if He is, then we need to personalize that and we need to figure out what we do with that.
In verse 17, it says Jesus replied, “Blessed are you, Simon, son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by man but by my Father in heaven.”  Let’s talk about this for a moment because I think some of us would love to argue some of our friends into faith. Some of us would love to just sit down and have a logical conversation and then have someone respond to that. And I want to say that we need to be ready to defend our faith and we need to have a reason for the hope that is within us, and it is so important that we know how to share our spiritual story. Next week, talk about back to basics, we’re going to walk on the Roman’s road and I think it is going to be not only a way for you to make sure that you are on the right path, but a way for you to share your faith with other people. So we need that, but I don’t believe that people come to faith by logic. Logic is a gift from God, praise God for logic. The reason why we are logical is because God made us logical. But there comes a moment in our lives where logic will only take you as far as logic can go. And that isn’t far enough.
I was reading an interview with Yann Martel, the best-selling author of the prize-winning novel Life of Pi, and it was while he was writing that book that he came to faith. He was an atheist.  And as he wrote that book, some things happened where he became a person of faith. He made an interesting observation. Here’s what he said: Reason is very empowering, but reason is just a tool. It doesn’t in and of itself give you a reason to use it. Then he reveals something that resonated with me and I hope it resonates with you. He said, “I was sick to death of reasonableness.”  I think there comes a point in your life where reason isn’t enough. Reason and logic can’t explain love or suffering or beauty. The most mysterious, most meaningful things in life, you can’t reason yourself to those places. Those are places where I would suggest that you need revelation from God. So, this is a moment where Jesus says, ‘Peter, you got the right answer but you need to know that you didn’t reason your way to that answer, that was a revelation from God.’ I wonder if some of us need a revelation from God. 
This is so hard to communicate because it goes beyond our logical left brain. Stick with me for just a moment. You can forget everything I have to say. You don’t need to hear a word I have to say, but all of us need a word from the Lord. You can forget everything I say but all of us need revelation from God, and I can’t accomplish that. Only God can do that. But let me come at this from an angle that I hope explains the way that reason and revelation work.
Thank God for our five senses, the ability to see and hear and taste and smell and touch. Our five senses are an amazing gift from God. But those five senses have limitations. Think of them as sensory limitations. And beyond those limitations, we can perceive to the limits of those sensory limitations, but beyond that, we cannot. Let me give you an example. The ear drum can hear sound waves that vibrate between 20 and 20,000 hertz. Anything that is above or below that is infrasonic or ultrasonic, and our ears cannot perceive it, but that doesn’t mean that those sound waves don’t exist in those hertz that are above or below what we can detect with our ears. Are you still with me? In terms of vision, I think this is the only way that I can begin to explain how limited logic really is, our eyes have the ability to perceive light waves that are between .00007 and .00004 centimeters long. Anything that is outside of that tiny parameter is invisible to the human eye. Now, to put that in perspective, our visual range is the equivalent of one playing card in a stack of playing cards that would stretch half way across the universe. I think that would be about 7.75 billion light years. That is a large deck of cards. Your visual range is able to perceive light one playing card within that stack that stretches half way across the universe. What I’m trying to say is, our perception of reality, we see a tiny slice of reality, and that’s what we can reason. That’s what we can logic. Yet, in our human pride, we think we know so much. Listen, I Corinthians 8:2 says: He who thinks he knows does not yet know as he ought to know. The more you know, the more you know how much you don’t know. The true by-product of knowledge should be humility. The more you know, the more humble you are by the reality that you discover and yet the human condition is such that we have so much pride. We see a very thin slice of reality, and the same is true spiritually. 

So I like to think of omniscience, the omniscience of God as a 360 degree perspective.  God sees all the way around everything logically, chronologically, He knows everything about everything, and here we are with our narrow perception of reality and we know so little about so little.  I say that to say this, some things cannot be perceived by the five senses, they can only be conceived by the Spirit of God. Please tell me that you understand what I’m talking about. There are some things that go beyond our perception. It’s just spirit to spirit. Some things cannot be deduced by the logical left brain, they can only be imagined. Some things cannot be learned, they can only be revealed. Here’s the beautiful thing, I Corinthians 2 says: No eye has seen, no ear has heard, no mind has conceived what God has prepared for those who love Him. In other words, your five senses cannot begin to perceive God’s love for you or who He is. In other words, your perception of God’s love for you is like this one playing card in a stack that stretches half way across the universe.  And you think you know how much God loves you? You don’t have a clue how much our heavenly Father loves you because you don’t have the ability to even begin to comprehend his love for you. But here’s the beautiful thing, God has revealed it to us by his Spirit.
I know, you might be thinking we are getting very metaphysical here, is this science or is this the Bible, but listen, I just believe that, thank God for our five senses, but there is a sixth sense and it is the Spirit of God. There are moments in life where your reason and logic aren’t enough, but you need God to reveal to you who He is, his power and his grace and his love. Those are the greatest moments in life, where the reality of who God is invades the consciousness of your mind that can’t even begin to comprehend who He is and how great He is, but somehow, by his Spirit and by a revelation of God, it invades the reality of what you know and it changes you forever. In this moment, Peter is changed because he has a revelation from God. Jesus is who He said He is.

Here’s a way of thinking of it – when we are born, our visual resolution is about 1/40th that of a normal adult. Babies can barely see. They lack depth perception; their visual range is only 13 inches. Think about this, their world is 13 inches, that’s their universe, that’s all they can perceive with their eyes.  The world is a low-definition, two-dimensional place, only 13 inches. Slowly, sovereignly, the world begins to take on width and depth and breadth and by four months, a baby can perceive stereoscopic depth and by six months, visual acuity has improved five-fold and their black and white world has burst into a kaleidoscope of color and they have volitional control of their eye movements. By his or her first birthday, the child sees the world almost as well as an adult. Would it be ok for me to suggest that our spiritual eyes develop in much the same way that our physical eyes develop? That spiritually speaking, we are blind and it is amazing grace that opens our eyes to see who God is, but there has to be a moment where the spiritual cataracts come off and we begin to perceive who God is. It’s almost like this moment where Jacob says surely God was in this place and I was not aware of it.  See, I think many of us start out where our universe, spiritually speaking, is 13 inches in diameter. That’s about how much faith we have and about how much vision we have. But what we need to do is allow the revelation of who God is.
A couple of weeks ago, we talked about the holiness of God. If you underestimate the holiness of God, you will underestimate the mercy of God. We need God to reveal his holiness and to reveal his mercy to us. When that happens, what happens is this, we take on spiritual depth perception and we begin to see things in three dimensions and our universe that was 13 inches wide begins to expand as we begin to realize his love for us. Neither heights or depths, nothing can separate us from the love of Christ and we can’t begin to comprehend how high and wide is his love for us.

My friends, that is the revelation of God. So here’s the thing, we don’t like being in a place where it is not something we can get to logically, right? I don’t like being in that place, but I wonder if some of us are there. What I’m saying is we need God to reveal Himself to us, and by faith, we need to respond to that revelation that way that Peter responded to that revelation.

For the sake of time, let’s go to the last verse and we will tie things in a knot. Verse 24 

 24Then Jesus said to his disciples, "If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. 25For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will find it. 26What good will it be for a man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul? Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul?

What I love about this is the way, do you feel affirmed right now? I think what this is saying is the value of a human soul is in calculable, that you cannot put a price tag on it. What an amazing thing! I happen to get an issue of Washingtonian this week and the current month issue has all the salaries from 2010 of different people in D.C. I have no idea how they got all this information. I was looking for your name and didn’t find it. Ha ha. I was looking at it and I was thinking to myself in light of studying this passage, you add up all of those salaries and you put the cumulative total together, I don’t know what that number is, but the cumulative salary of everybody who lives in Washington D.C. and that’s a huge number, and it doesn’t even begin to compare to the worth of a single soul. Then you think geographically, and then you think chronologically and all the wealth that has ever been earned and it doesn’t begin to compare to the value of a single soul. 

We have a core value at National Community Church – everyone is invaluable and irreplaceable. That is not just a nice sentiment, that is reality based on the Word of God. There never has been and never will be anyone like you, but that isn’t a testament to you, it is a testament to God who created you. What it means is this, uniqueness is a gift from God to you, but uniqueness is your gift back to God because it means that there isn’t anybody who can worship God like you or for you. No one can take your place. Jesus Christ would have died for you if there was only you. That is the value that He places on you. We live in a culture where the value of something is determined by what someone is willing to pay for it. Jesus Christ paid with his life on the cross because that was the value that He placed on your soul.

I’ll close with this. I don’t even remember it but it’s been shared so many times by my parents that it is one of those assumed memories, if you will. I was about 3 or 4 years old and we were at the Minnesota State Fair and I got lost. I don’t know how or why but someone took me to the auctioneer! I kid you not! The auctioneer put me on the auction block. I told my parents many times that it was their opportunity to let someone else bid on me, but sure enough, they placed the highest bid and I have actually been redeemed off of the auction block, if you will.  
In a very real sense, I think those of us who are lost, it’s like we’ve been put up for auction. The enemy wants your soul as well, but he didn’t pay the price that Jesus Christ did. 2,000 years ago, the Bible says that God so loved the world that He gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish but have everlasting life. God sent his Son to live a sinless life, He died a substitutionary death on the cross and was raised from the dead on the third day, winning a victory over death and over sin so that as many as have received Him, to them He gave the power to become children of God. Today is your day. Maybe you walked in this weekend wondering what you’re doing here. This is why you are here. There is not a person here that isn’t here by divine appointment. This truth will change your life if you simply personalize it. Let’s pray.

Father, we come to You today and we thank You for the truth of your Word, and we thank You for Jesus Christ, who He was and who He is, and we thank You that by faith we can be forgiven and set free, that we can be in right relationship with You because of what You accomplished for us on the cross. Lord, I pray today for those who are experiencing that internal battle. Many of us have been there before. Lord, for those that today are feeling a tug in their spirit, something is happening inside, God, I believe that that is the drawing of your Holy Spirit and I pray that we would have the courage to respond to it and that by faith right now many would put their faith in Christ. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
