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Welcome to National Community Church, everybody at all six of our locations. What can I say about Tuesday night? It was our All-Church Celebration at the Lincoln Theater. It was amazing! It was so cool to come together and it almost feels like a family reunion. It was an amazing night of worship and as promised, I made several huge announcements and I’m going to share some of those with you over the next couple of weeks. But let me share one of them this weekend.
This past summer, after a miraculous three million dollar gift, God put us in a position to purchase the Miles Glass Company at 8th and Virginia Ave. It took a lot of prayer. In fact, someone else had a contract on it and we lost it three times, but finally after persevering in prayer, God gave it to us, and then we started praying for the auto shop at the corner of 7th and Virginia. Now, praise God for auto shops! We need auto shops. They fix cars and that’s important. But we also wanted to believe God for Virginia Ave from 7th to 8th Street. Here’s the problem – it wasn’t for sale. You may remember last October, this is a long time ago, in the middle of one of my messages, I said we are going to pray, all of our locations corporately and believe God for this piece of property. I’m not going to lie, I felt like ‘what am I doing?’ It seemed like an impossible prayer. It wasn’t for sale and we knew that the owner had torn up contracts for half a million dollars less than what we were offering.  One day I felt like our staff needed to go over and trespass and lay hands on that building and pray for it. We did that and we kept praying. For months, we negotiated back and forth. Four months to the day after we laid hands on that building, we got a contract on it, and five days ago we went to settlement and National Community Church now not only owns a coffee shop, we own an auto shop! Can you praise God for that? I don’t even know how to capture the enormity of this miracle. You guys know that this has nothing to do with property and buildings, it has everything to do with people, but I believe that God wants to position us for the next 30 years to be able to reach our city in a profound way. So, we have doubled our footprint. We do own the face of Virginia Ave from 7th to 8th Street and here’s the amazing thing – we own it debt free! 

So on a practical level, that means that we have finalized that footprint. We are switching gears and beginning to meet with our architect to do some conceptual designs and we are full-steam ahead. We are a multi-site church. Our 20/20 Vision is 20 locations, most of them around the metro D.C. area. We are on the verge of launching a seventh location before Easter out of necessity because of our growth at Ebenezers. So wonderful things are happening! We will probably have 10 locations by the time we build that campus. But all of that is about moving God’s kingdom forward and introducing more people to the grace of Jesus Christ. Some great things are happening. Some miracles are happening and I just happen to believe that when God does a miracle, we ought to celebrate it. So this weekend I wanted to share the good news with you. Can we pause for a moment and give thanks to God?
Father, we thank You that You prepare good works in advance for us. Lord we give You praise for the prayers that You have answered, for the miracles that You have done. It was about 8 months of just seeking after You and asking You to move miraculously. You have answered those prayers and God, we are careful to give You all the credit for it. Lord thank You for the miracles, not just that one but the miracles that You are doing right now. God we pray that You would continue to reveal your power and your glory, and we give You praise for the things that You are doing. In Jesus’ name. Amen.

This weekend we begin a new series of messages titled ‘All In’ and I sort of feel like a magician who is going to reveal his trade secrets because let me tell you how we come up with sermon series. I don’t know if you’ve ever wondered. About every three, four or five weeks, we roll out a new sermon series and here’s how it happens. The process really begins in November when we do a staff planning retreat and our teaching team spends a lot of time just saying, ‘God, what do You want to do at National Community Church?’ What have we talked about? What do we need to talk about? What are some things that we need to really challenge ourselves as a church? So, this last November, we were seeking God and there were two dominant impressions as we were approaching 2011 that we felt like God impressed on us. One of them is that we need to get to know God better. I know that’s like, ‘Oh wow, brilliant! He must have gone to seminary for that one!’ On one level, that sounds so obvious, but it’s not that we don’t want to meet your felt need, ok, but the truth is, it is knowing the character of God that is the solution for all of those problems that we have. Whatever it is, we need to get to know God better, and then that begins to take care of the problems and needs that we have. So, this summer, we will do an eight-part series titled ‘The God Anthology’ which is a series on eight dimensions of God’s personality or God’s character. We are excited about that summer series. But you can get to know God better now, before the summer series, but that’s the focus this summer.

And this is cool, our worship leaders, and we’ve got amazing musicians, vocalists, worship leaders, at our six locations, it is no small task having six bands every weekend. In fact, maybe it would be appropriate for us to express our thanks to our worship bands. So, our worship leaders are right now writing original music for that series and we will be singing those songs this summer. And then at the end of that series, this is cool, however of you have ever wanted to make an album? You can do it this summer because at the end of that series, we are going to celebrate ‘The God Anthology’ with a night of live worship that we will record and produce as an album. So that is something to look forward to.

Here’s the other impression. We need to get to know God better. Then the second one was, it is hard to capture this but I felt like God wants to keep pushing us and stretching us. It is so easy to get comfortable and I don’t think any of us have arrived. So I feel like God wants us to stretch ourselves as stewards of the time and talent and treasure that He has given us. We need to risk more and we need to sacrifice more. So I was wrestling with what that is, so we were at the planning retreat talking about this. Now, I unwind with ESPN. I don’t know how you do it, but that night we were watching ESPN and my roommate, our campus pastor, Pastor Joel, we were watching ESPN and it must have been a slow sports day because then the World Series of Poker came on. How is that a sport? I’m not a poker playing so I don’t get it. Seriously, watching people play cards?  I wasn’t really getting into it and I was waiting for him to change the channel but he was totally getting into it! Then there was this moment where it got down to two players and they are playing for tens of millions of dollars and both players shoved all of their chips to the middle of the table and they go all in, and I start getting into it a little bit! There’s the drama of this moment, it is win or lose, it is all or nothing, it is put up or shut up, it is go big or go home, and I thought to myself, we have our series title! Now, I better go on record as saying that the Bible actually does speak against gambling! But I can’t think of a better image of what God is calling us to. Have you pushed all your chips to the middle of the table? Have you gone all in with God or are you holding out? Is there some part of you that you are withholding from God? Here is my prayer for this series – that all of us would go all in. Can you imagine a church where everybody is all in? If you are all in relationally and missionally and financially and spiritually, if you go all in, is there anything that we could not accomplish for God? Where everybody is just all in with each other and with God, I believe that is what God has called us to. So here’s the bottom line. I think that some of you are missing out because you are holding out and you think that be holding out, it is keeping you from missing out, but the truth is, when you hold out of God, you miss out. Some of you are not experiencing the power, the joy, the intimacy that God wants you to experience in a relationship with Him for one simple reason – you are holding something out. If you would go all in, oh, your relationship with God could radically change.
Here’s what I know for sure, God is not holding out on you.  2,000 years ago, Jesus Christ went all in. He went to the cross and died in your place. He didn’t hold anything back and we are called to follow suit. (Little pun there, I work hard at this, just want to make sure you get that.)  God went all in, we are called to go all in. So, during this series, here is my prayer, that at some point, you would have an all-in moment; that you would have a moment where God would reveal something that you need to put on the table, that you need to push to the middle of the table and that you would go all in. Are you with me?

Let’s turn over to the book of Chronicles. We are wrapping up Garden to City. Can you believe it? It was a year ago that we launched this read through the Bible initiative and we are almost there. We are wrapping up with the book of Chronicles, which has kind of been instant replay, if you will, of the history of Israel, and the first nine chapters are devoted to genealogy. How many of you love that part? Here’s how it starts. We are only going to stay here a moment then we are going to turn further back to the book of Genesis.  But let’s start here, I Chronicles 1:1

 1 Adam, Seth, Enosh, 2 Kenan, Mahalalel, Jared, 3 Enoch, Methuselah, Lamech, Noah. 

 4 The sons of Noah: 
   Shem, Ham and Japheth.

Isn’t that awesome! Aren’t the genealogies so inspiring? I doubt that there is a single person, even if you are the most devoted Garden to City reader, did you really read every single name in the list? It’s like you come to the genealogies and fast forward. But here’s what I love about the genealogies – they reveal God’s faithfulness not just to a nation but to every individual. Isn’t that awesome! And God faithfulness to you is unlike his faithfulness to anybody else, and that’s why God lifts them out individually because every one is a trophy to God’s grace. And so are you!
We have a core value: everyone is invaluable and irreplaceable. That’s not just some self-esteem ploy. There never has been and never will be anyone like you, but that is not a testament to you, it is a testament to the God who created you. The significance of that is this – no one can worship God like you or for you. No one in this list of genealogies can do the job of any other job, and I love that. Now here’s what struck me, as I read this genealogy, I thought to myself, if Noah doesn’t go all in, the whole chronicle of the history of Israel is four verses long because it ends with Noah. If Noah doesn’t go all in, the entire story of God ends! No pressure on Noah! This is remarkable to me.

Now, I want to go back to the book of Genesis, Chapter 6, and what we are going to do over these next few weeks is profile the stories of those who went all in, and they all look very different but I think there is a unique inspiration from each of these stories that will challenge us to go all in. We are going to start with Noah.

Genesis 6:5

 5 The LORD saw how great the wickedness of the human race had become on the earth, and that every inclination of the thoughts of the human heart was only evil all the time. 6 The LORD regretted that he had made human beings on the earth, and his heart was deeply grieved. 7 So the LORD said, “I will wipe from the face of the earth the human race I have created—and with them the animals, the birds and the creatures that move along the ground—for I regret that I have made them.” 8 But Noah found favor in the eyes of the LORD. 

13 So God said to Noah, “I am going to put an end to all people, for the earth is filled with violence because of them. I am surely going to destroy both them and the earth. 14 So make yourself an ark of cypress wood; make rooms in it and coat it with pitch inside and out. 15 This is how you are to build it: The ark is to be three hundred cubits long, fifty cubits wide and thirty cubits high. 16 Make a roof for it, leaving below the roof an opening one cubit] high all around. Put a door in the side of the ark and make lower, middle and upper decks. 17 I am going to bring floodwaters on the earth to destroy all life under the heavens, every creature that has the breath of life in it. Everything on earth will perish. 18 But I will establish my covenant with you, and you will enter the ark—you and your sons and your wife and your sons’ wives with you. 19 You are to bring into the ark two of all living creatures, male and female, to keep them alive with you. 20 Two of every kind of bird, of every kind of animal and of every kind of creature that moves along the ground will come to you to be kept alive. 21 You are to take every kind of food that is to be eaten and store it away as food for you and for them.” 

 22 Noah did everything just as God commanded him. 

Let me just make a short observation and then a longer observation. I think this is significant. It says that God was grieved. His heart was deeply grieved. Can I put this out there because I think sometimes we act or think as if God has no feelings? But He does. You see regret on one hand and grief on the other. I think that is significant and I want to talk about this for a moment because God wants a relationship with us and when you have a relationship with someone, you care about the feelings that person has. Otherwise, that relationship doesn’t go so well. You’ve got to care about how that other person feels. It says in this moment that God is deeply grieved. I want to suggest that when we sin, most of us have this image of a God who gets upset. And on one level, the Bible says that God hates sin. He hates the act of sin because He knows how it hurts us and it offends Him and his holiness. So does God get angry? Yes, He does. But I might suggest that his reaction to sin isn’t exactly what we automatically believe it to be. I wonder if the dominate feeling is actually one of grief? I wonder if God is grieved because of our sin, not just because it offends Him, but because it hurts us. Our sin grieves God because, if sin is anything, it is a self-inflicted wound. And God loves us and He hates it when we hurt ourselves. Now, a lot of this I know because I’m a father and I know how I feel about my kids. Have they ever done anything that has made me angry? Yes! But it is my love for my kids that really produces the grief that I feel when they do something that I know ultimately is going to hurt them.
Let me talk about two kinds of sin that grieve God. There is the sin of commission. This is doing something that you should not have done. It grieves God when we do something we should not have done. But there is almost something called the sin of omission and this is not doing something that you could have or should have done. And I might suggest that the church is primarily fixated on sins of commission. Don’t do this and don’t do that and you’re ok. The problem with that is this – you can do nothing wrong and still do nothing right. You can’t tell me that it is sins of commission that primarily grieve the heart of our heavenly Father because He is a father and I know as a father that I have dreams for my kids and I believe in them I want to see them grow into their fullest God-given potential, and if you want to know what really grieves me, it is when my kids don’t step into the destiny that God has for them. So you need to understand that God’s plans and purposes for you are so far beyond what you can even begin to imagine. And it grieves Him when you settle for sin, because He knows who you can become. He knows your potential because He gave it to you and He wants you to become that person that He has destined you to be. But it is those sins of omission when we would have or we could have or we should have but we missed out because we hold back because we are not all in.  The sin of omission is just not going all in with God. 
I’m challenging you this weekend. Maybe you are even doing pretty good on the sins of commission front, you are cutting back on the things you are doing wrong, good for you. Are you holding something back? Are you holding something out? Is there something that you have not gone all in with God? 

I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention Lent this weekend because it begins with Ash Wednesday. I grew up in a church where we didn’t talk about Lent. It wasn’t part of our tradition. I didn’t even know what it was. Then I was at seminary, Lora and I went down to the Oprah Show, we were in the studio audience and the producer comes out to brief us and he’s got dirt on his forehead. I was embarrassed for him. I was like ‘Dude, you’ve got dirt on your forehead.’ Then I was slightly embarrassed for myself when I realized it was Ash Wednesday and there is this tradition in some churches where they put a little cross in ashes on the forehead. So, I grew up oblivious to this, but I think Lent is actually a wonderful thing. It is a tradition whereby we prepare for Easter. For what it’s worth, the six Sundays in between are a mini-Easter as we prepare to celebrate the resurrection of Jesus Christ. It begins with Ash Wednesday and ashes are put on the forehead as a symbol of repentance. So maybe between now and Wednesday, maybe you just ask the question is there anything in my heart that is grieving God? Maybe you make some time between now and then, and I’m not talking about the 2-second ‘Lord forgive me for everything I’ve done wrong.’  I was so challenged when I read a biography of Martin Luther and I found out that he would sometimes confess up to six hours a day! Either he was really bad or he actually understood something about confession. I wonder if some of us have ever spent 6 minutes in confession. Then we wonder why we can’t get to the bottom of what’s wrong.  But I’ve learned that the more time I spend in confession, the more God does is He drills down a little bit deeper into my heart and then He gets to the motivation stuff. It’s painful, but maybe here’s a way of thinking about it, maybe every once in a while your house or carpet needs a deep cleaning, right? Or your teeth for that matter. Don’t you think spiritually, every once in a while, we need a deep cleaning? I think that’s what Lent is for and that’s why it begins with a day of repentance before God. So I challenge you – is there anything that is grieving God.
Let’s switch gears. I want to talk about what Noah does. I think it is remarkable. What would you do it God said build a boat? This is a pretty big deal. It was unprecedented. They didn’t have floods. But yet he was obedient and built the boat. In fact, he did everything just as God commanded him.  It’s not like Noah built the boat overnight. In fact, according to one Jewish tradition, Noah didn’t just start building the ark, he planted trees first, waited until they grew and cut them down and sawed them into planks and then built the boat. That’s one tradition, but whether that’s true or not, it was a long process. This didn’t happen overnight. So I think part of what I want us to see is that going all in, yes there is a moment, a one-time decision where you make a decision to follow Jesus Christ, where you bow the knee to the Lordship of Christ and say my life belongs to You, but it doesn’t stop there. You are all in all the time. It is taking up your cross daily and following Christ. And I think that’s what Noah does, it is not just a one-time deal. We don’t know exactly how many years but we are talking decades of building this boat and preparing for what God said would happen.

Even after he built the ark, have you ever thought about what life on the ark must have been like? Would it be safe to say that it smelled pretty bad? Scholars have estimated, based on the size of the ark, that it could have accommodated 45,000 animals. There are 2,000 animals in the National Zoo of 400 different species. With 22 zoos, I think it is safe to say that it smelled pretty bad and that it was messy, pun intended. Noah had to feed those animals round the clock. In fact, extra-biblical legend says that it was no easy job and Noah did not get much sleep while he was on the ark, whether it was the smell or the sound of the animals or just the demanding task of taking care of 45,000 animals potentially. There wasn’t a whole lot of sleep. In fact, it is said that during his time on the ark, Noah developed a bad cough and spit up blood because he worked so hard. That strikes me as interesting because I think sometimes we over-glamorize the will of God and going all in, like it’s just this one decision, and then afterwards it’s just smooth sailing and life gets so easy. No it doesn’t! It gets harder. But when you make a decision to follow Christ, I’m not going to promise you that it’s going to get easier. In fact, I believe it gets harder. What I mean by that is this – that God continues to stretch you and cultivate your potential so that you can handle more opportunities and more possibilities and then He can use you in a bigger way. Then two years from now, what stresses you out right now won’t even stress you out because you are growing spiritually and you are able to handle the task. See, it started with building a huge boat and that was a big task, but then it graduated to taking care of the animals and I’m thinking that was more difficult than building the boat in the first place.
I think part of what I’m trying to say is that going all in is like a zoo!  Back in the day there were 19 of us at one location, one service. Do you think that was easier or harder? I look back and wonder what I did with all my time. But over the years as God has blessed us as a church, it has not gotten easier, it has gotten harder and more complicated. I feel called to write and right now, I am fighting a book deadline that is eating my lunch and I wish I could tell you that it got easier, but it doesn’t. It gets harder. But I’ve come to the point where I’ve embraced the fact that I don’t want an easy life. Like, at the end of your life, do you think you’re going to look back on the easiest day? Maybe every once in a while a day on a Bahama beach, yes! Awesome, go for it! But if every day you are laying out on the beach, man, you have an unsatisfying life because it is too easy. When you look back on your life, it is going to be the hard things, the impossible things that you went after in the name of Christ that He gave you the power to do it. Those are going to be the greatest days of your life.

So my job, I think, as a pastor, is to comfort the afflicted but also to afflict the comfortable.  And if you are too comfortable, then something needs to happen. You need a big vision from God that will make you uncomfortable so you can step out into the purposes that God has for you.
Here’s what I believe, I believe sin will complicate your life in a way that you don’t want it to be complicated. But I also believe that the blessings of God will complicate your life, but it will do it in a way that you want your life to be complicated.

The day I married my wife, my life got complicated! Praise God! Praise God for the complications that it has brought into my life. I would not have it any other way. We have three complications named Parker, Summer and Josiah. It gets more complicated as they get involved in more things. I feel like we never stop going, here, there and everywhere. I’ve heard that the more money you make, the more complicated your taxes are. How many of you would pray with me, ‘Lord, complicate my life!’  God doesn’t want it to get easier, He wants it to get harder, He wants it to get more complicated but in a way that glorifies God.

Please listen to me. I wonder if some of us are willing to go as far as God wants us to go until it simply becomes inconvenient. And the moment it becomes even minimally inconvenient, ah, you don’t know about it. You will never experience the power, the joy, the peace that God wants you to experience if you are not willing to inconvenience yourself. What is Mary said, ‘I don’t know, a single pregnant teenager, an inconvenience!’  Or what is Paul had said, ‘Those shipwrecks are so inconvenient, I’m not going on those missionary journeys.’  Anybody that God uses in Scripture has a high threshold for inconvenience.  Are you willing for God to totally inconvenience your life? Do you know why you need to be at Second Saturday Serve? Because it is inconvenient, because you would rather sleep in on Saturday. Do you want to know why you need to go on a missions trip? Because it is inconvenient. And for precisely that reason, you need to go on that trip. Do you know why you need to fast for Lent? Give up TV or an hour of sleep or something? Because it is inconvenient. That’s why you need to do it! If you will inconvenience yourself for God, then God has room to work and He will begin to move in your life. As you go all in, God will begin to move in new ways in your life.

Finally, the Lord says I will establish my covenant with you and you will enter the ark.
When we celebrate communion, what we are celebrating is a God who said I’m going all in. I’m not going to withhold even my only begotten Son; and a Son who said Father if you’re willing, take this cup from me, but not as I will but as You will. In other words, I’m all in. As we celebrate communion this weekend, what we are celebrating is a God who went all in for every one of us in this amazing genealogy known as his family. Every single one of us who is a child of God is part of that genealogy and it is because we have a God who went all in. The real question is – are we willing to go all in? I wonder if this communion experience for some of you is an opportunity to either commit your life to the Lordship of Christ for the first time. Say, ‘God, I’m all in as I celebrate the fact that you went all in for me, I’m going all in for You.’ And for some of you, it might be an opportunity to recommit your life to the Lordship of Christ and say once again as you take the bread and the cup, say to God, ‘I am all in.’

Father, we come before You and we give You thanks and we praise You. We thank You for the sacrifice You made for us and we are forever indebted in the most literal sense of that word. Because of the eternal life You have given us, we are forever eternally indebted to your grace, your amazing grace that You offer to every single one of us. Lord I pray that those who need to courage this weekend to say I’m all in, would You give them that courage to take that step of faith and to receive the grace that You have freely offered to them.  In Jesus’ name, Amen. 

