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Welcome to National Community Church! We are thrilled that you would be with us this weekend. Let me mention just one update about our newest location on Barracks Row. We love the People’s Church and their pastor, Pastor Michael Hall, is going to speak for us on Memorial Day weekend and I am just so thrilled about that! I can’t wait! They have been so gracious to us in this transition and I want to let, especially our Ebenezers location know this, we will be transitioning after a year and a half of temporary services at Ebenezers Coffeehouse. Temporary is a very relative term. WE will be shifting, we will have our Saturday night service at Ebenezers as we have, but we will have a 9:00 and 11:00 a.m. service on Barracks Row. We purchase People’s Church June 1, so that next weekend is our first weekend with two services on Barracks Row. We are excited about that!
We are continuing a series titled ‘Fine Print.’ We are looking at some of those passages that, honestly, when we read them, we want to read them real fast. When you are reading the Bible, there are certain passages and if you are obeying it, you read real slow, don’t you? You just soak it all in, those passages that affirm God’s love and grace, you just read at a snail’s pace because you want to take it all in. Then sometimes you get to those passages that are a little bit convicting and you read real fast, don’t you? Is that just me or are you with me? This is one of those passages that I bet you read it real fast a number of times! But we are going to slow down and take a closer look at it. So, if you have a Bible, turn over to Luke 9 and we are going to do something a little bit different, we are going to start in verse 28 and then we are going to go back to verse 21. I want to invert these stories because they are connected with each other but I feel like doing it this way will help us connect the dots a little bit better. We will get there in just a moment.
Let me frame what I want to talk about this weekend. In the realm of Physics, there is something called an event horizon. Write that down and you’ll feel smarter. An event horizon defines a boundary between anything on this side of the speed of light and anything on the other side. It is the boundary that represents the maximum distance at which events can currently be observed. For events beyond that distance, light hasn’t had time to reach that location. Long story short, there are parts of the universe that will never be observable no matter how long you wait for light to reach that place.
I know that’s difficult. I just said it and I don’t totally understand it, but I want to borrow that concept and suggest that anytime you reach the outer limits of your knowledge or that outer limits of your experience, you have come to an event horizon. It’s the place where reason ends, if you will, and the only thing that is going to take you further is a revelation from God. It is the place where your experience, where your knowledge, where your logic and your five senses, and praise God for those five senses! We are fearfully and wonderfully made. What a gift from God! But it is the place where your five senses cannot perceive anything beyond that point. Only faith will take you beyond that event horizon, beyond the limitations of those five senses. If you stay within reason, if you stay within experience, then you are stuck spiritually. It is at those event horizons where we will either grow by light years and God will do something supernatural in us or we will just keep on being who we have always been.

I’m at a place in my life where I want God to do something new in me. I am not satisfied. I’m so far from arriving that I can’t see it. But I’m hungry for God to do something new in life. And the thing that keeps resonating in my spirit if I want God to do something new in me, I can’t keep doing the same old things. I’ve got to come to an event horizon where I let go of a little bit of my logic, where I let go of a little bit of my control and I say, ‘God, I’m open to You doing a new thing in me.’

I’ve learned that you can’t go beyond your event horizon until you’ve died to self. But when you die to self, something changes, something happens. So with that as a frame, let’s look at this story in Luke 9:28, what an event horizon!

28 About eight days after Jesus said this, 
I’m going to tell you what he said eight days before in a few minutes, but it is obvious that the writer here is connecting this experience with what just happened. There is a connect tissue that is incredibly significant.

he took Peter, John and James with him and went up onto a mountain to pray. 29 As he was praying, 
Just a little observation here, if you underline in your Bible, this is underlined in my Bible because I’ve found that 9 times out of 10, when I cross and event horizon it is as I was praying. It is in prayer that we begin to cross some of those event horizons.

As He was praying, the appearance of his face changed, and his clothes became as bright as a flash of lightning. 30 Two men, Moses and Elijah, appeared in glorious splendor, 
You know what is amazing about this? Moses finally sets foot in the Promised Land on this Mount of Transfiguration. That’s pretty cool to me.
talking with Jesus. 31 They spoke about his departure which he was about to bring to fulfillment at Jerusalem. 32 Peter and his companions were very sleepy, but when they became fully awake, they saw his glory and the two men standing with him. 33 As the men were leaving Jesus, Peter said to him, “Master, it is good for us to be here. Let us put up three shelters—one for you, one for Moses and one for Elijah.” (He did not know what he was saying.) 
You have got to love that parenthetical statement! I need to do a series sometime on the parenthetical statements in the Bible because they are some of the coolest things in there. You got to love this: He did not know what he was saying! Is that not the story of Peter’s life? I think his motto was: when in doubt, say something, anything. I don’t think he was comfortable with silence so he was always putting his foot in his mouth. But let’s be honest with each other, it is real easy to do that when you are in Washington D.C. and you are not on the Mount of Transfiguration after just seeing Elijah and Moses show up. I don’t know that you would know exactly what to say. None of us would have the perfect words for that occasion. Verse 34
 34 While he was speaking, a cloud appeared and covered them, and they were afraid as they entered the cloud. 35 A voice came from the cloud, saying, “This is my Son, whom I have chosen; listen to him.” 36 When the voice had spoken, they found that Jesus was alone. The disciples kept this to themselves and did not tell anyone at that time what they had seen.
Don’t you love Scripture? Now, thousands of years later, it lets us in on this little secret that they kept until the writers recorded it. So no one knew about this until a long time after, but here we are reading about it today. So Jesus climbs the Mount of Transfiguration and He is totally transformed before their eyes and it is one of the greatest moments of their lives. It is a holy moment. It is an event horizon and I don’t think I’ve ever met anybody that doesn’t want to climb the Mount of Transfiguration. Everybody wants to climb the Mount of Transfiguration. I’ve never met anybody that didn’t want to experience something amazing, something awesome, something miraculous or supernatural like this. We all love mountain top experiences and we all want to be changed. We want to be transfigured. We want to be transformed by the power of God. But most of us don’t know how to climb the mountain. We don’t know how to be transfigured. We don’t know how to cross the event horizon so that’s what I want to talk about.
I’m just coming out of a writing season and I’ll be honest, it ate my lunch. Actually, I ate lunch and then I didn’t exercise is really the reality of what happened. It’s amazing how out of shape you can get in three months. I feel terrible. But in August I’m climbing Half Dome, so I have a little motivation to get in shape and drop a few pounds, so a friend and I have committed to get in shape and get ready to climb Half Dome, hoping it’s kind of a Mount of Transfiguration experience. So I was thinking this could be tough. I’m getting a little bit older. I’m not quite the athlete that I was. And I’m wondering how I’m going to drop a few pounds. Then I get an email this week. 

Mark, your book In A Pit With A Lion On A Snowy Day has had a great impact on my life. I belong to Life Church in Memphis and we chose this book as part of a small group study, a small group that I began that’s called Body Temple and it sees its roots from God helping me to get my life in order as far as my health. I had severe asthma, sleep apnea, heart failure, 449 pounds. Through an awesome spiritual journey, exercise and changing my nutrition, I was able to lose 242 pounds.
Ok, I recalibrated a little bit right there. First of all, I did the math and he weighs less than I do!  You are all doing the math aren’t you? Ha ha! He had a long way to go. I’m wondering about dropping a few pounds and then someone sends me an email saying he lost 242 pounds. He lost more than I weigh! So I’m thinking to myself that maybe I can do this. 

What I was talking about last week, there are certain moments where your self-appraisal changes and it just recalibrates and it is so healthy and it is part of the journey toward holiness where you just look in the mirror and figure out who you are. And I love what he shares about what he calls his next big lion, the thing he is going after. He said

God has made it clear to me that I need to open a wellness and focus on the way I lost my weight and God help me! I have no clue how to do this but because of the timing and reading your book, I’ve come away even more confident that it will be done.

God bless him! Lord help him do this and help him help other people and help people realize a relationship with Christ doesn’t just transform your heart or your spirit, it can transform anything. He made all of you, He made you and He can transform you if you would put yourself in the hands of who Scripture calls the Potter and you would be that clay and let Him mold you, He can turn you into any shape He wants to.

So, I read that and I thought, now that’s transfiguration! In a literal and physical sense, he lost more than half his body weight. He weighed 449 pounds and lost 242 pounds. How do you lose 242 pounds? Isn’t that another way of saying how do you transfigure yourself? Let me rewind and make a reveal and make a connection. Luke 9:21
 21 Jesus strictly warned them not to tell this to anyone. 22 And he said, “The Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, the chief priests and the teachers of the law, and he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life.” 

 23 Then he said to them all: “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross daily and follow me. 24 For whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for me will save it.
About eight days after Jesus said this is that next story. So, is it possible there is a connection between that Mount of Transfiguration and what Jesus is saying right here?

So let me ask a question. How do you climb the Mount of Transfiguration? You have to take up your cross. What does that mean? It means a lot of different things but let’s let the text define it for itself. Unless you deny yourself and take up your cross, so taking up your cross is a form of self-denial. There is a self-denial involved. But more than that, if you really want to appreciate this passage, I think we’ve got to understand that the cross in this culture was the symbol of torture. And there is no way of soft-selling that or watering it down. It was a symbol of excruciating torture. I’m trying to bring this down to earth so stick with me because I want to make sure there isn’t some high and lofty concept that we idealize and don’t realize that it needs to be played out in our lives every day. If you are going to lose 242 pounds, what do you have to do? You have to torture yourself. I don’t know any other way to do it. No pain, no gain. That’s easy to say but much harder to practice. We all know that, but we want to climb the Mount of Transfiguration with this metaphor without even getting on the treadmill. 

Not only is it a symbol of torture, it is a symbol of death.  You can’t lose 242 pounds without dying to Oreos, and Cheetos and candy and soda. You can’t lose 242 pounds without dying to laziness. You can’t lose 242 pounds without dying to some bad habits. And here’s the thing – we all get that in this physical realm that we can touch, but maybe it is time to switch gears because there is something that is far more important than even our physical health and that is our spiritual health. Those two things can’t be divorced. Your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, so I’m not making light of that, but I am suggesting that if you are going to grow into the image of Christ and if you are going to be transfigured into his image, there is no way it is going to happen without some deaths along the way.
Let me try to explain what I mean by that. You have to die to self. You have to die to selfishness. You have to die to greed.  You have to die to pride and lust and sin. There is a reason why Jesus said to take it up daily, because every single day, you need to die. And that sounds morbid, but here’s the deal, the key to life is death. So Jesus said, ‘I came that you might have life and have it more abundantly,’ and oh we want that but we want it without any death and we totally compartmentalize the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ and think it doesn’t have anything to do with us and the way we live our lives. He did that so that we don’t have to – oh really? So you think that you can become like Jesus without experiencing – the Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders – and do we really think that we can become like Jesus if we don’t experience suffering and rejection? Really? Have I experienced some suffering and rejection? Yes. I’m sure more than some and less than others. I don’t know where you are on that scale and I don’t’ think that is the issue. I don’t like suffering but I have found in my own life that when I experience suffering, some of that suffering, I have found, I would never want to experience again but I wouldn’t trade it for anything in the world. I’m not saying that about all suffering. I’m not making a categorical statement. But I am saying as I look at my own life, it is suffering and rejection that has worked some kind of process in my life to transfigure me into a person that I like a little bit better because I’m a little bit more in the likeness of Jesus Christ. I think to ignore that is to ignore how we grow spiritually.
That may sound extreme but it should be normative. You need to die a million little deaths.
Let me take a time out and share something with you. A couple weeks ago, 18 NCCers went public with their faith between Good Friday and Easter Sunday, and I read their stories. They wrote out testimonies and I read those through my tears. I was amazing the story of transfiguration and transformation that God had done in each of their lives and we want to let you share just a little bit of that and then I’ll come back and talk about it.

{video clip}

Transfiguration! Praise God for it! Let me tell you what those 18 people did at that baptism. We are a little unorthodox as a church. I’ll admit that. We meet in movie theaters; we have a coffee house and we believe there are ways of doing church that no one has thought of yet, but the truth is, there are some things that are sacred, sacred rituals that have never changed and one of those things is baptism. It traces all the way back to Jesus modeling something for us. Now let me tell you what it means. When a person goes under that water, it symbolizes a death to self. It is self-dying. You are dying to your ego, to your pride, to your sin, to yourself and you come back up out of that water and it symbolizes the new life that you have in Jesus Christ.
Jesus said, “Whoever loses their life for me will save it.”

About a year ago, I endorsed a book. I’ll be honest, I don’t read every book that I endorse. I’m just throwing that out there in case you’ve read one and wondered how I could endorse that. I’ve tried to lately make sure that I read books that I endorse but this one I’ve read twice. It is titled A Million Ways To Die, The Only Way To Live. I keep thinking about how much of the New Testament deals with death. Not just physical death but death and resurrection and how what we need to do is follow the example of Jesus. I believe that the key to fullness of life is lots of deaths and resurrections along the way. A million little deaths where you die to your ego, where you die to your sin, where you just try to get out of the way and say, ‘God get me out of the way so that Christ in me can be what people see.’  It is the hardest process in the world and it never ends. I wake up every morning and I’m like, ‘You’re still with me? You’re still here? You’re still alive?’ And sin rears its ugly head but you have to make the decision to die to self.
In 1896, Alfred Nobel had the rare experience of reading his own obituary when it was published in a newspaper thought he had died. Imagine seeing your obituary in the newspaper. He was curious to find out how he would be remembered so he read it and didn’t like what he read. It said that Alfred Nobel was single-handedly responsible for the death and destruction of modern warfare. Nobel was a prolific inventor. He was granted 355 patents during his lifetime, the most famous was a mixture of nitroglycerin with absorbent sand molded into sticks. That invention made possible the digging of dams, railroads, canals, tunnels, projects that would have taken decades, dynamite! It served a valuable function, but like any invention, it had the power to be abused or misused. In fact, his own brother died in a factory accident, accidental dynamite blasted their factory in Sweden. Despite all the good uses of dynamite, adversaries called Nobel the merchant of death. He reads his obituary and it is a little death to his ego, to his pride, to who he thought he was in his own self-estimation. It was an event horizon and it was a transfiguration. As a result of reading that obituary, he used his $9 million fortune to establish one of the most coveted awards in the world, the Nobel Prize, that has inspired countless advancement in physics, chemistry, medicine, literature and peace. And the cumulative good that has come from those prizes awarded is a result of a little death. 

Have you ever written your obituary? You are supposed to be dead, because when you put your faith in Jesus Christ, you die. Your sin died and along with it, some things that maybe you didn’t want to die, so you have a hard time letting those things go. But if you would just allow those things to die, you would find that God would resurrect you and resurrect some of those things in a new glorified form. What happens is He takes you out of the way and then you begin to live your life for the purposes of God. It is no longer about God serving your purposes, it is about you serving his purposes. It is no longer about your agenda for God, it is about God’s agenda for you. It is no longer about you being glorified in the process, it is about Jesus Christ being glorified in you.
Let me close. I’m looking for event horizons. I’m looking to die. And I am finding plenty of opportunities. But that’s how I’m approaching life. Habakkuk 3:2, we love this verse, it is circled in my Bible. 

Lord I have heard of your fame. I stand in awe of your deeds oh Lord. Renew them in our day, in our time, make them known.

Is there a single person no matter where you are on the spiritual spectrum that that doesn’t sound enticing and exciting? I’ve heard of your fame. I stand in awe of your deeds. Renew them in our day and in our time make them known. Let me define the word ‘renew’ which is right in the middle of the verse. The word ‘renew’ means to bring back to life, which means that renewal requires what? Death! You can’t experience renewal unless something dies. If you are taking notes, write this down and think about it and pray about it and meditate on it and then personalize it. Spiritual renewal is simply this – death and resurrection. It is a part of us dying, a part of our ego, a part of our sinfulness that dies and when that part of us dies, guess what can happen? Renewal! Then God can begin to do his awesome deeds and his fame becomes known in our generation but it requires death. If you want renewal, you have to die to self. You have to die to your ego, you have to die to your laziness, you have to die to your bad habits, you have to die to what is permissible but might not be beneficial.

So really the only question left to answer, what needs to die? I can’t promise you that it will not be incredibly painful. I can’t promise you that it won’t involve tremendous sacrifice. I can’t promise you because Jesus likened it to a cross that it will not be even torturous to you, but what I can promise you is this – if you are willing to die a million little deaths, you will come to life in a way that you didn’t even know was possible. That’s when renewal becomes not just possible and not just probable, but it becomes a promise.

I want to experience spiritual renewal in my own life, but what I’ve had to do is drill down and figure out what that means. What I’m telling you is that 9 times out of 10, the reason why the renewal doesn’t come the way we want it to come is because something has not died in us. I refuse to dress it up. I refuse to use fancy words. I refuse to make it sound easier than it is, because there is a sinless Savior who went to a cross for me and died. And if He did that for me, then I lost all rights to my own life and if we are willing to die, you better look out because He said that He came so that you might have fullness of life. His life will begin to invade those little deaths in your life and you will come alive in new ways and you will begin to experience renewal. In fact, you won’t just experience life now, you will experience eternal life forever. 

So, this weekend at all of our locations, we are going to celebrate communion. Let me tell you what it is. It is a pilgrimage back to the foot of the cross where we nail our sins to the cross, where we die to self and we receive the life that Jesus Christ has given to us. Did you know that the Bible says that life is in the blood and the cup represents the blood of Christ and it represents the new life that He has given to us. What I want to challenge us to do this weekend, two things, some of you are here and you have never had this event horizon where you have made a decision to accept the invitation that Jesus extended when He said, ‘Follow Me,’ and He is still asking and all you need to do is believe in your heart and confess with your mouth and then the Bible says that you are a child of God, that you are forgiven and that He sets you free and it is a new life, a new game, a new chapter. I can’t think of a better way to symbolize that commitment of your life to Jesus Christ than by celebrating the life that He has given to us, which is what we do in communion.

Let me talk to everybody else. I know there is something that needs to die in me. I don’t want to enter into communion lightly. I’m a guy that loves to have fun. If you’ve been around me when I’m praying, I believe God has a sense of humor, so I’ll occasionally joke in prayer because I just think it would be boring to talk to someone your entire life and never have any humor involved. God has a personality and He gave us personality and it is ok for us to have a little bit of personality interaction. He is a friend that sticks closer than a brother. But the thing that you find when you enter into a relationship with God is this tremendous tension. He is a friend that sticks closer than a brother, but He is also holy holy holy Lord God Almighty and you can’t stand in his presence. No one stands in the presence of God. So you have a love that a Father shows that is so intimate with you, but then you also have someone that is so other that you can’t even begin to grasp three in one, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and there is this tension that we feel. I’m just saying I think we need to celebrate communion with a little bit of tension.

So would you prepare your hearts and would you just seek the Lord for a few moments as we worship God and prepare our hearts for communion.

Father, we need You and we love You and we thank You. God I pray that right now You would speak to us. I pray that we would hear your still, small voice and God You would speak to us. Lord I want so desperately for all of us to experience the fullness of life that You have promised, but I also know how we get there and there is no other way than through Jesus Christ and there is no other way than by following the example that You set. So right now God I pray that You would give us the courage to die to self so that we can come alive to You and so You can do something new in us. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
