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Welcome! It is wonderful to see you this weekend, everybody at all seven of our locations. We are thrilled that you are here. I wish our moms a Happy Mother’s Day! Let’s express our appreciation for our moms. We celebrate our mothers today and we are thrilled about what God is doing at National Community Church. We are in a series called ‘Fine Print’ and before we jump into the message this weekend, can I give you a little update? A lot has happened over the last few weeks. We launched a seventh location on Barracks Row just a few weeks ago and we captured a little bit of time-lapse video. We thought it would be fun for those of you at our other locations to get a glimpse of that location. So we perched a little camera up on top of the video screen. Would you like to see that? 
I also want to update you on our miracle offering. When we launch a new location, we challenge everybody who is part of National Community Church to be a shareholder, so I’m excited to announce this. A year ago, this was a miracle, more than $100,000 was given to launch our Potomac Yard location and three weeks ago, between cash gifts and pledges, just under $500,000! So I want to say thank you! Can we celebrate that? I am blown away by the generosity of this congregation. I’ve got to say that as Lora and I made a pledge, it was such a great joy to think about what God is going to do. We are talking about being part of an eternal time-lapse! Awesome! Thank you for investing! We will go to settlement on June 1 with a promissory note due on August 31, so there is still time for you to be part of this miracle. If you are part of NCC and you haven’t been part of this, I challenge you and encourage you to be a shareholder in the vision and in what God is doing.

If you have a Bible, turn to Hebrews 11. I’m going to tell you up front, I have no idea what this message is going to be like. It will be a little different but we felt like there are some things that maybe we don’t talk about as much as we could or should. Maybe here’s a way of saying it, when you read the Bible, I’m guessing that in your Bible all of it is the same font, right? There are some Bibles, I’ve got my little Bible with me tonight, I can barely read this thing anymore, it’s so tiny, it’s like 9 font or something. Any large print Bible folks in the house? You got your big deal going on? It is all the same font but it’s really not, because John 3:16 for example: For God so loved the world that He gave his only begotten Son that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish but have everlasting life. C’mon, let’s be honest, that is size 72 font! There are certain verses we kind of blow those up and they are the large print. Then we come to some of those passages in Scripture, one of these Pastor Joel talked about last week where it talks about selling all your possessions or things like carry your cross and those kinds of things. That is fine print in our Bibles. For some of us, it is so small you can barely see it because there are parts of your Bible that you love to read and parts of the Bible that you don’t like to read as much. I know it is not just me. What we are talking about are some of those parts of the Bible that are the fine print. Hebrews 11 is one of my favorite chapters in the Bible except for the last eight verses. If I was writing the Bible, it might end at verse 35, right in the middle of the verse.  But that’s not where it ends and I want to talk about the part that sometimes we don’t talk about. Hebrews 11, we are going to start in verse 32. These are the epic endings, we love these.
 32 And what more shall I say? I do not have time to tell about Gideon, Barak, Samson and Jephthah, about David and Samuel and the prophets, 33 who through faith conquered kingdoms, administered justice, and gained what was promised; who shut the mouths of lions, 34 quenched the fury of the flames, and escaped the edge of the sword; whose weakness was turned to strength; and who became powerful in battle and routed foreign armies. 35 Women received back their dead, raised to life again. 
Can I get an amen to that? We love these endings! And then there is this three-letter word ‘but’
There were others who were tortured, refusing to be released so that they might gain an even better resurrection. 36 Some faced jeers and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment. 37 They were put to death by stoning, they were sawed in two; they were killed by the sword. They went about in sheepskins and goatskins, destitute, persecuted and mistreated— 38 the world was not worthy of them. They wandered in deserts and mountains, living in caves and in holes in the ground. 

 39 These were all commended for their faith, yet none of them received what had been promised, 40 since God had planned something better for us so that only together with us would they be made perfect.
This is an awfully morbid way to start a message on Mother’s Day. I had the strangest conversation this week. Just follow my connections here. I was talking with someone on Tuesday and they mentioned that they were going down to the Bible reading at the Capitol and they had a 2:00 a.m. slot and there was a chance of thunderstorms and lightning and I don’t even know why, but it just came up, what if you were struck by lightning while reading the Bible. I know that’s morbid and I don’t know if I should be thinking this, let alone saying it, but then we said, ‘Well that would be an amazing way to go!’  You’re reading your Bible and bam! You’re in the presence of God! Wow! For some strange reason, that got me thinking. How much time have you thought about the last moments of your life and what those might be like? 
Isn’t that something we should think about in a week like we’ve just experienced? One week ago, U.S. helicopters with CIA officers and a team of Navy Seals landed in a compound outside of Islamabad and killed Osama Bin Laden. In what almost seems like poetic justice, the life of a terrorist ends with terror. I don’t know what it’s like to be on the other side of automatic weapons pointed at you, I don’t care if you are a terrorist or not. It’s been an interesting week because I think we aren’t even entirely sure how to react, are we? On one level, there is certainly rejoicing that justice has been served. There is also the reality that a human life that was terribly lived came to a terrible end. So we wrestle with that and in some ways, I think most of us feel like his life came to the kind of ending that it deserved. We can handle that. But then I juxtapose that with this and these are not people that deserved to die this way. It is no less terrible to die by stoning or sawed in two, killed by the sword. These were righteous, godly people. Do you feel some tension? Like, this is not how this story should end for these people. We don’t even like thinking about it. The truth is, a few days before Osama Bin Laden was shot and killed, really a modern day hero of the faith by the name of David Wilkerson was killed in a head-on crash that took his life. When I heard it, I remember thinking to myself that that’s not the way his story should end. I’ll tell you a little bit more about his life in a few moments, but it doesn't seem like those two lives should in a way that, by our earthly perspective, seems tragic. 
Push the envelope a little bit further. Remember a few years ago, I share this in part just because it is Mother’s Day and Mother’s Day is a day we celebrate but many of us mourn and many of us have a hard time getting through Mother’s Day because there is nothing that we would love more than to be married and have children, but we aren’t.

I read a book titled The Letter Box by Mark Button, co-inventor of the koosh ball.  Mark and his wife, Ronnie, match made in heaven. The only thing that was missing was children. After four long years of trying to start a family, Ronnie finally got pregnant. And their joy was tripled because the ultrasound revealed that they were going to have triplets. It was the happiest day of their lives. The day before Mother’s Day, Ronnie said to Mark, ‘Do you realize that next year on Mother’s Day, three bouncing babies will be climbing in our bed. And that day, the day before Mother’s Day, she went in for just a routine check-up on her pregnancy and she got sick at the doctor’s office and asked Mark to pick her up. By the time Mark got there, there was already an ambulance. He had to follow the ambulance to the hospital and by the time he got to the hospital, they informed her that she had had a brain aneurism and she went into surgery immediately. She never came out of that surgery. She died on Mother’s Day. In the course of 24 hours, Mark’s world came apart at the seams. He lost the wife that he was madly in love with and they lost the three babies that they dreamed about having for years. That was more than a decade ago. Through a strange series of circumstances, a mutual friend put us in touch with each other, Mark and the wife that he then married several years later, Diane, happened to be in D.C. last week. Their 14 year old daughter, Harley, was honored for her service project. Two kids from every state came and were honored and they were part of that celebration. So this mutual friend said, ‘Hey, they are looking for someone in D.C. to hang out with. They have two younger kids, Jack and Hannah who were 12 and 11.’ So I said, ‘I don’t know them but I read his book, just let the kids hang out with us.’ So I picked up Jack and Hannah. It was about 10 minutes later that I called Lora and said I’m ready to adopt these kids. We had a wonderful day. They went to the top of the Washington Monument and we just hung out and then I had coffee with Mark on Tuesday. It was a little bit surreal because when you’ve read the story of someone’s tragedy like that and then you meet them in person, I couldn’t help but think, you would not know that that tragedy would happen. Listen, you mourn that for the rest of your life. You never get over that. There are some things you grieve forever. But joy comes in the morning. I can’t promise you but Jesus said, ‘Take heart, I have overcome the world.’ Here’s the problem, most of us want to overcome without having anything to overcome. 

Life is messy and the longer I live and the longer I preach, I’m grateful that the Bible doesn’t pull any punches. It’s a real book about real people with real situations and it is a book about how they endured some of the greatest tragedies in life.

I want to make an observation. It doesn't seem right to me that the life of an Osama Bin Laden or the life of a David Wilkerson or the life of a Ronnie Button and three unborn babies that didn’t even have names yet, that they should come to what, by my perspective, seems like a tragic ending. But I want to make a very important observation. While it seems like all of those lives ended tragically, I would be remiss if I didn’t note that I believe all of them entered eternity very differently. The issue is never how long are you going to live, it is how are you going to live.  The issue is not how are you going to die, the issue really is where are you doing to spend eternity.
We live in a culture that happens in such real time that anything that takes more than a few moments seems like an eternity to us and because we never think about eternity, it seems like a blink. I wonder if we are totally confused because temporal things have become so important and eternal things have become so unimportant and when you mix those two things up, it is very difficult to live the kind of life that honors God.

What we have here in the fine print are lives that seemed to end tragically. But I might suggest that they didn’t end tragically at all. 

I was talking with another new friend, a pastor who pastors a church in L.A. who were here this weekend and Lora and I grabbed coffee with them on Friday. I don’t know why but the topic came up of someone that they knew personally but I knew of by reputation. Wendell Smith, who pastored a church on the West Coast for many years, and his son Judah Smith, a wonderful preacher and pastor. I didn’t know all these details but I guess the end of his life was a challenge. He had cancer and really wrestled against that. So they said to me, and this is second-hand, but they said that the message of life at the end of his life was go out fighting. When I heard that, it just resonated with me. I have no idea how I’m going to die. I came real close with ruptured intestines, I almost died in surgery on July 23, 2000, and there have been other moments, when I went paragliding in Peru, I thought that might be the end. I don’t know how it’s going to end for me but I want to go out fighting. I want to finish strong. And it is not whether you are stoned or sawed in two or die at sword point, do you die still holding on to the promises of God and most importantly, the promise of an eternity spent with the One who died and rose again so that you can spend eternity with Him. If you leave that way, the exit is immaterial. How you exit really isn’t the issue, it is the fact that then you are entering into a glorious inheritance with God. That’s the issue.
Now, with that creating a little bit of tension in our hearts as we wrestle with some of these endings, we keep going. Chapter 12, verse 1.

The first word is ‘therefore,’ and that’s why I love the fact that whoever divided the Bible into chapters and verses probably made a mistake here, because it didn’t used to have chapters and verses. Those were added to make for easy reference because it is a big book, but ‘therefore’ connects what happens next with what just happened. So you have these stories of what seems like tragic endings, then it says this:

 1 Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. And let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us, 2 fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith. For the joy set before him he endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. 3 Consider him who endured such opposition from sinners, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.  4 In your struggle against sin, you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding your blood.
I want to make a couple of short observations here. There are a couple of passages in the Bible that what you need to do it, well, have you ever had a great meal where you just need to savor every bite? This is that kind of passage. You need to chew on all these different phrases and sayings. So let me unpack it then I will end by telling a few more stories and making one last observation.
Let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us. I’ve done a couple of triathlons and I remember the last one I did, it was out at Dewey Beach and they almost cancelled the swim portion because if the waves are over a certain height, I think seven or eight feet, so they almost cancelled the swim portion because it was dangerous. I remember, you have to get out to the buoy, you have to run out and then you crash through a bunch of waves and then you swim against the current and literally the hardest part of the race is getting out to the buoy until you can then turn the corner and then you swim parallel to the short. Then swimming is great because you got the current taking you. Our ability to overestimate ourselves is amazing isn’t it! I went out at a full sprint, but I did make it out to the buoy but I didn’t even complete the swim portion of the race. I hate illustrations like this! But what happened was, I went out too fast and too hard and it just took its toll. I had guzzled a gallon of saltwater and it was pretty much finish it or die. I’m not even saying that that would’ve been the worst way for me personally to go, but I felt like I had a little bit more life to live. So I came in and just swam in to shore. I learned an important lesson about pacing yourself. The whole deal here is you’ve got to run with perseverance the race marked out for you.

Right before that phrase is something interesting: Let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. This is a reference to athletic competition. Forgive me for this but it is in the Bible and if it is in the Bible, it gives me license to share this. Greek Olympians used to compete naked. And that’s the image that’s in the Bible. The writer of Hebrews wants to paint a picture for us to understand what it means to throw off every hindrance and the sin that so easily tangles. I think this is an amazing image because the whole idea here is – are you living naked before God? Are you living your life in a way that you have nothing to hide? I almost think about Adam and Eve right before the fall, they walked around like it was a nudist colony. That sounded weird. But it’s this picture not just of physical nakedness but of relational nakedness and emotional nakedness. There wasn’t anything to hide. They were themselves before God and I think in the deep recesses of the human consciousness is this desire to be able to live naked before God and live naked with each other, and I believe that in one sense, marriage is a picture, the illusion is that of the bride and bridegroom and in a sense, the wonderful thing about marriage is that it is the picture of the relationship that Jesus Christ wants to have with us. There is a unique oneness and a unique nakedness between husband and wife and God wants that kind of relationship with us but it is very hard for us to get to that place. 
So what do we have to do? We have to throw off every hindrance. Here is what’s fascinating to me. We understand this because we live in a culture, except now in the Olympics they were clothes, thank the Lord! But isn’t it interesting that even swimsuits and track shoes, athletes will do anything to shave 100th of a second off of their time. I think sometimes we think about throwing off every hindrance is like the big sins in our lives that we need to throw off. I don’t think that is the issue. I don’t want to overwhelm you. I have no doubt that you have big issues in your life because I have big issues in my life and I’m a work in progress, but I also believe that it is the small changes that can make a big difference in our lives. If we are able to throw off those little hindrances, then God can do something marvelous. 
In the New Testament, there is this idea where it says all things are permissible but not all things are beneficial. Remember that? It is repeated a number of times. I think many of us live our lives trying to just figure out what is permissible and we want to live as close to that line as we possibly can. That’s the wrong motivation. We need to figure out what is beneficial and then we need to move in the direction of throwing off those hindrances so we can shave 100th of a second off of our time and run this thing with perseverance so that we can become more like Christ and finish strong! 
Let me just bring it down to earth. 1956, a young preacher by the name of David Wilkerson, was just getting started. I don’t know his whole story but what I find very interesting is that a defining moment in his life was the day in 1956 that he turned off the television. He felt convicted by God to turn off his television because he felt like he was wasting his time and wasting his life. He picked up a Life Magazine and reads about the teenage gangs in New York and he decided to do something about it. So next thing you know, he is on his way to New York City. I mean, what is this guy going to do about it?  Then, lo and behold, he starts Teen Challenge and I think there are 177 Teen Challenge Centers with an 86% success rate of helping those who are alcoholics and drug addicts overcome their addictions. It is Christ centered and I think they are in 73 countries and our church, our very first mission trip was to help build a Teen Challenge Center in Jamaica. I think about the impact that he made and then I think about Times Square Church in 1986 and that church has impacted tens of thousands of people. Here is a life well lived. Here is someone who had profound impact and I think it traces back to a moment where he asked himself, ‘Am I going to do what is permissible or am I going to do what is beneficial? Am I going to live down and live comfortably or am I going to live up to what God has called me to?’ I’m not saying that everybody needs to turn off their TV but is there something you need to throw off and say it is permissible but it is not beneficial. Who knows what God could do with your life if you would do that thing?

I met someone who sat in my office two weeks ago how they are called to the mission field and they shared some of the things God is doing in their life and they traced it back to an entertainment fast they did. I’m not trying to fixate on one thing but it challenged me. They gave up television and movies and began to drill down and God began to work in their life in a new way.

All I know is this, if you keep doing the same old thing, you are going to keep being the same old person. If you want God to do something new in your life, you can’t keep doing the same old thing. Do you have a level of spiritual hunger in your life to just say, ‘God I want something fresh, I want something new.’ If you do, you can’t keep doing the same thing. You have got to find something, even something that is permissible. I’m not talking about legalism. This is not how we get in good standing with God. We get in good standing with the Father because Jesus Christ lived a sinless life and died for us but then our motivation is He did that for us, how can I live out of his free gift and begin to live toward what is beneficial in my life. 

What do I need to throw off? We begin to throw those things off. How do you do it? Verse 2, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfector of our faith. That’s how you do it. You keep your eyes fixed on Jesus. How do you keep your eyes fixed on Jesus? You live in the Word of God. In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God. Jesus is the Word and the living Word and He has given us the written Word and when we are looking at our Bible, we are staring in the face of Jesus. This is his revelation to us. If you want to become like Him, you have to spend a lot of time studying what He looks like, the way He thinks, the way He acts, the way He prays, the way He forgives. When you begin to do that, then you begin to be conformed into the image of Christ.
It’s challenging and in your struggle against sin, you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding your blood.

Let me take a moment and share a piece of what God has been doing in my life the last couple of weeks. I had the privilege a few weeks ago of being at the Easter Prayer Breakfast at the White House. There were definitely some luminaries there and then me. It was a gathering of pastors and spiritual leaders from across the country. It’s the strangest thing, you never know what is going to impact you. There was a 76 year old African American preacher who used to co-pastor with Martin Luther King. And he prayed a prayer before the buffet. I’m a guy that believes you pray quick prayers before food because I believe in eating it while it’s hot. He launched into this prayer before eating breakfast and he prayed with such a familiarity with his heavenly Father that when he said Amen, I turned to a couple of pastor friends next to me and I literally said, ‘I feel like I’ve never prayed in my life.’ You ever heard someone pray like that? Have you ever met someone where it forced you to re-appraise something in your life? 
So then, last week, I was speaking at a Conference in Atlanta called Generous Giving. It is a gathering of those that God has blessed with tremendous resources. I don’t even want to guess the net worth of the people that were in that room, but probably in the hundreds of billions of dollars. And they were there for one express purpose – how can we be more generous? How can we give more away? God has blessed us. How many people go to conferences like that? Most people go to conferences to learn how to make more money. Here is this conference, ‘I’m not satisfied with where I’m at, how can I give more?’ I’m up there speaking and I’m feeling like I haven’t given a red cent. On the plane ride home, the captain comes on with an announcement that says, ‘Ladies and Gentlemen, there is a World War II Veteran on our flight who fought in the Battle of the Bulge.’ December 1944, I wrote about it in one of my books, so I knew the story. We were surrounded and it seemed like the end. Moral was low and supplies were low. The U.S. Commander said to his troops, ‘This is the greatest opportunity ever presented, we can attach in any direction!’ I’m thinking to myself, this guy was surrounded by German troops. Who knows how many days he went without food? He had to be just a kid and I’m thinking to myself that I know nothing of sacrifice. I don’t even know the meaning of the word sacrifice. I think we have a picture. I didn’t even have the guts to ask if I could get a picture with him because he was a living hero, but as I was walking, I did one of those pretending to be on the phone and snapped the picture. So it’s a little blurry. 
Sawed in half, stoned to death, death at sword point. Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfector of our faith. For the joy set before Him, He endured the cross and sat down at the right hand of God. Consider Him who endured such opposition from sinners so that you will not grow weary and lose heart in your struggle. In your struggle against sin, you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding of blood.
I, for one, have not arrived. I’ve had some moments in the last few weeks that I praise the Lord for that revealed how far I have to go in this race that is marked out for me. But it is God who has marked it out for us. And the only thing that is going to get us from here to there is such a desperation for God, a hunger for God, a desire to be a person who lives in his presence, a desire to live naked before God that we are willing to say God I’m going to throw off everything that hinders because the only thing that matters is that I run this race in a way that when my life, no matter how it ends, when I stand in the presence of God, I would hear You say, ‘Well done good and faithful servant.’

Fine print but is it not the final print? 

Lord help us. God help us not just respond to this with a ‘that was inspiring’ or with a ‘that was a good sermon’ or with a ‘that was challenging’ but God help us respond by running a little harder and a little faster in the direction of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. God help us run with more perseverance. God reveal to us anything we need to throw off. God forgive us for our self-assuredness. God forgive us for our satisfaction with self. God forgive us for looking in the mirror and thinking that we are all that. God forgive us for thinking that we are further along than we are. God forgive us for feeling like we measure up when we don’t. Forgive us for feeling like we know how to pray or for feeling like we have made some sacrifices or for feeling like we are generous. God forgive us for feeling like we have resisted temptation and it’s so hard. God forgive us for insulting that crowd of witnesses that surrounds us. God help us take courage and take hope and press in and press on toward the prize that You have set before us. Lord I pray that no one would walk out this weekend offended by something that I said and use that as an excuse to not press in and press on. It is not about me, it is not about what I say or how I say it. It is not about whether it is a good message or a terrible message. It is not about whether it is a message with a little humor in it. It is about did we hear a word from the Lord and did we respond to it. Is this a moment in time where You are saying this is the time of my favor and I am opening a window of opportunity and if you would step in and step through it, I would respond to you as your heavenly Father and I would bless you and I would help you and I would get you where I want you to go. God help us to respond by faith, to respond by obedience. Would you reveal to us the one thing that we need to throw off? Take it off of our shoulders. Help us. Thank You that a bruised reed You will not break. To those of us who are weary and heavy laden, come unto Me and you will find rest. My yoke is easy and light and You shoulder the burden for us. May we allow You to put us in that yoke and carry the burden for us today. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
