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“Once upon a time in a land far, far away lived a knight and a dragon. The dragon had three heads with three different names. They were called Me, Mine and More. The knight knew the danger this dragon posed but no one in this land believed it could harm them. The people ignored the beast, unaware that every day it was growing in strength and devastating power, until one day it could be ignored no longer. The dragon attacked. It burned down their houses and destroyed their village. The knight knew what he must do.”
That’ll get the adrenaline going a little bit! This weekend we begin a new series with a much longer title than we are accustomed to around here. ‘Slaying the 3 Headed Dragon: the god of Me, the god of More, the god of Mine.’ Welcome! We are thrilled that you are here. We are excited about what God is doing at National Community Church. If you are new, you are coming at the right time, a new series, a new semester of small groups, lots of opportunity to begin to connect with people. So we encourage you to get plugged in.

Turn in your Bible to I Peter Chapter 5 and we will dive in there in just a moment.

Let me take a minute to frame this series. Here’s the bottom line: I want to talk about how you can win the battle against temptation, but I know that some of you are here and you are not ready to do that. I can’t make you do it and I can’t do it for you. You have to want and the truth is you have to want it pretty bad, because it is a battle. But I also believe that you are sick of sin in your life, if you are sick of compromise and sick of making some of the same mistakes over and over again, and if you are sick of two steps forward and one step back, if you want to genuinely live a life that actually honors God, then I think we are going to talk about some things that can help you do that. But you’ve got to mean business and you’ve got to get down to business. So this is going to be a very practical series. No dances, no tricks, this is going to be straight up teaching and if you can take some notes and take this to heart, here is what I believe. I’m going to save you some headaches and heartaches. You need to know that this is coming from a pretty deep place in my heart. Just a couple weeks ago, I learned that a pastor friend of mine had to resign because of a moral failure and I cried because I love this guy. I love his family and I love his church. He told he about what happened and he has confessed and he has repented and God is in the process of restoring him and restoring his marriage. But I promise you this, he would do anything if he could go back and undo what he did. That’s the way it is with win, when we give in to temptation, we always regret it later, but can we do something about it now?
Here is the spirit in which I want to share this series. It is really more than a sermon. Would you receive this as a prayer for you? You know me, if you’ve been around me long enough, we are not about to beat down, we are not about guilt trip, we are not even about focusing on the past. The truth is, I don’t know anybody who hasn’t lost some battles against pride and lust and greed. All of us are scarred. The Bible says all of us have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God. So we are all in the same place. We are all sinners in need of a Savior.

I want to talk about some things that can maybe, in honoring our Lord and Savior, keep us from some of those headaches and heartaches. So this is a prayer. In fact, this is the Lord’s prayer. Remember the end of that prayer? Our Father which art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name. Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread. Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us, and lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil. For thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory.

So for the next half hour, I want to pray by preach, or preach by praying, so let’s go ahead and dive in. I Peter 5:1

1 To the elders among you, I appeal as a fellow elder and a witness of Christ’s sufferings who also will share in the glory to be revealed: 2 Be shepherds of God’s flock that is under your care, watching over them—not because you must, but because you are willing, as God wants you to be; not pursuing dishonest gain, but eager to serve; 3 not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock. 4 And when the Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the crown of glory that will never fade away. 

5 In the same way, you who are younger, submit yourselves to your elders. All of you, clothe yourselves with humility toward one another, because, 

“God opposes the proud 
but shows favor to the humble.” 

6 Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time. 7 Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you. 

8 Be alert and of sober mind. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour. 9 Resist him, standing firm in the faith, because you know that the family of believers throughout the world is undergoing the same kind of sufferings. 

10 And the God of all grace, who called you to his eternal glory in Christ, after you have suffered a little while, will himself restore you and make you strong, firm and steadfast. 11 To him be the power for ever and ever. Amen. 

Let’s unpack this passage together. I want to start with the second half first and work our way backwards. Verse 8
8 Be alert and of sober mind. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour. 9 Resist him, standing firm in the faith,
You need to know up front that there is a very real enemy who wants to take you down and take you out. Sometimes we act as if that is imaginary, but it is not, and it is not naïve to think that he is not actively engaged as your enemy with devices and schemes and strategies to neutralize you spiritually, to rob your joy and to take away your testimony. He wants to take you down and he wants to take you out. That doesn’t need to scare you but you need to know that you are prey and that he is a roaring lion. He is prowling around. He comes to seek, kill and destroy. John 10:10 is very explicit. That is his objective. The good news is that Jesus came that we might have life and have it more abundantly. But these two things are diametrically opposed to each other.  He is looking for opportunities to tempt you. In fact, his name is the tempter. You can see it in Luke 4:13. You remember Jesus was led out into the wilderness and there were three temptations? For 40 days, He fasts. I love when the Bible states the obvious. He was hungry. Do you remember the first temptation? The tempter said, ‘Why don’t you reveal your power by turning these stones into bread?’  That’s below the belt! You know! He hit him where it hurts. That’s what he does! He is opportunistic. Then at the very end of that, it says that he left him until an opportune time. So we’ve got to be alert. That’s what Peter is saying here. Be alert and of sober mind.
This weekend, we kick off a new NFL season. I love it! Life is good! I pulled out my jersey Thursday, my Super Bowl Packers jersey. I bet some of you are no longer listening to me. The first game didn’t disappoint, if you watched it, along with 27.2 million people, and I like the first game of the season. I like the first game because there are always surprises. The first week is unpredictable. Here’s why – because you don’t have any film on the other team. The technical terminology for that is unscouted looks. In other words, the other team, the offense and defense, they have not showed what they do in preseason. So there are blitzes and schemes and play that are unscouted looks and it catches the opponent off guard. Are you with me?

Here’s some good news, our enemy doesn’t have any unscouted looks. We have thousands of situations over thousands of years, we have so much film on the enemy that nothing should really take us by surprise. We know what he does, we know the way he acts. Nothing has changed. Now, the truth is, with the advance of technology, we have innovated new ways of sinning, but those particular forms of sin, which weren’t possible even 20 or 30 years ago, they still have the same root cause. So really it hasn’t changed, there are just new devices, if you will.

So what we need to do is understand his tendencies and his strategies. Are you still with me? We need to scout the enemy and understand the way he is playing the temptation game. One of the enemy’s names is the father of lies. But rarely are they bold face lies. He is an angel of light, so more often than not, they are half-truths, or white lies. In fact, he will often quote Scripture in Scripture to those who know Scripture in an attempt to twist it just enough so that the truth isn’t the truth. His primary dialect is half-truth. He usually isn’t so bold or blunt as to be detected as lying but what he wants to do is get you to question God.
Now, if you go all the way back, the first film that we have on the enemy, the Garden of Eden, there is an interaction between the serpent and Even. Notice what the enemy says, ‘Did God really say that you must not eat any of the fruit of the Garden?’ He is just planting that seed of doubt, raising a question and Eve said, ‘Of course we may eat.’ But then look at this classic temptation technique. Take notes, remember this, write it down because this is the first one and the big one. Here’s what the enemy does. The father of lies gets Eve to focus, not on the thousands of trees the fruit of which she could eat, exotic, all the smells and flavors, we are talking about a buffet! There is only one thing you can’t eat, everything else tastes great! What does he do? By asking the question, there is a subtle shift in focus and what does she want? She wants what she can’t have. And covetousness is conceived in the spirit. That’s not sinful, but then she acts on that and that is sinful.  Listen, it is amazing how many of the enemy’s ploys have to do with focus. Stick with me. I think this will become apparent.

Several years ago, a study was done with college students that consisted of two questions. Number one, how happy are you; and number two, how many dates have you had in the last month?  The study found a weak correlation between those two things. Then the researches flipped the questions. How many dates have you had in the last month? Then, how happy are you?  Oh, that’s tricky research. What did they do? They planted a seed. They engineered the questions in a way that would influence the activating system so that those students, some of them would become focused on how many dates they have not had in the last months, where, before, they were perfectly content. Now there’s that seed of discontent. And psychologists call this the focusing allusion. You focus determines your reality. 

It is very interesting to me how much of the Bible has to do with shifting focus. Fix your eyes on Jesus. It is a focus thing. You better keep focused on the person of Jesus. Or what about Philippians 4? If anything is good or right or pure or just, think about such things. It is about focusing on those things, forgetting what is behind, straining toward what is ahead. Give thanks in all circumstances. 
What are you focused on? One of our family values is your focus determines your reality. I’m saying this to my kids all the time and reminding myself all the time. What am I focused on? Almost everybody that has an affair does so because they buy into a lie that the grass is greener in another part of the garden, specifically right around the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. They buy into two other lies. One is that you can cheat and not get caught, and the other is that you can cheat and not get hurt. Is there anybody that really believes that? Seriously? It is absolutely irrational! Then we think, well, we are going to be the exception to that rule, or we can go on the side over here and no one will get hurt because no one will know about it. You are lying to yourself and you will get caught and someone will get hurt. Yet, we have all these headaches and heartaches because we are naïve and ignorant. We don’t understand that there is an enemy lying to us.  You know how that starts? He just wants us to make small compromises. That’s all. The Bible says do not give the enemy a foothold. You can’t give someone a foothold if you don’t get too close. If you are a stepback, there is a farther reach. If I’m several steps back, maybe then the enemy can’t reach me. Yet there is this human nature to get as close to that Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil as we can. How close can I get but not cross that line? We walk right into the traps for the enemy.
Ok, now, what I’m trying to say is, we better be alert and sober minded. We better be aware that there is an enemy. We better understand those strategies and tendencies. I think part of it is you’ve got to know yourself. If you really took the time to evaluate your sinful patterns, those occasions where you give in to temptation, you would be shocked at how predictable you are. The situations that you walk into time and time again that aren’t sinful but put you in proximity to something that is tempting to you instead of being proactive and staying 10 feet away. So what we’ve got to do in being alert is have an awareness, especially as it relates to pride and lust and greed.

Now, I better get this out of the way. I’ve not slayed any of these. Oh, I’ve slayed them but the problem with the 3 headed dragon is he has nine lives. It’ll drive you crazy. I got him! Oh he is back! What’s up with that? He just keeps coming back and back and back. I think in the spirit of being as helpful as I can be and as confessional as I can, this week, there was a little situation in our family where I had to step into my fathering role and provide a little correction for one of my children. My wife came to me afterwards, and parents you know, it sure helps if there are two of you because one of you is messing up all the time! You need the other one to take over. My wife very gracefully said, ‘While what you shared was right, it was shared in a spirit of pride,’ and I knew it. When you do that, your children won’t receive it, will they? It is all about the spirit in which things are shared. We will talk about this a little bit more but if I could pray one thing for us, the spirit of humility. It said clothe us in humility. Here is what I believe, when you have a spirit of pride, people want to resist you. In some cases, retaliate. But if you have the spirit of humility, you will be received. Not always, but over time, I promise you this, the spirit of humility never loses to the spirit of pride. ‘Oh, but what if someone takes advantage of me?’ God will honor it! Who are you more concerned? That someone might take advantage of you or that Almighty God might honor it. Ok, I’m going to choose the God honoring piece, so I’m going to function in humility to the best of my ability. But I’m not there yet, but I’m working on it. 
In our Saturday night Ebenezer service, the moment where Pastor Mike said, ‘If you feel like you want to knee, you can do that,’ some did and some didn’t, there is no measurement whatsoever of how holy or sanctified someone is based on whether they kneel or not, but here is what I know for sure because I know me, some of you didn’t kneel, not because you didn’t want to kneel before God but because you were worried about the person next to you. Then when that person next to you kneeled, you were wondering if they would think you were kneeling because they were kneeling. Then what happens is it is like these crazy mind games start happening and your spirit gets so discombobulated, c’mon, just kneel before God! Get on your knees and swallow your pride. You say, ‘It’s a little embarrassing,’ or ‘I don’t like kneeling.’ Well, good, that’s a good think for you to do.  What I’m talking about is a battle that rages constantly. When someone offends you, are you going to react in pride or humility? Are you going to function out of pride or humility? What is your motivation for everything you do? Is it pride or humility? We’ve got to be evaluating ourselves.

Now, let me share some good news. You ready for some good news? There is a very real enemy who wants to take you down and take you out, but the good news is that there is a very real God who wants to help you.  

We’ve got a couple things going for us. Hebrews 4 tells me that we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses but has been tempted in every way just as we are, yet was without sin. So He sympathizes with us. I think sometimes we feel like God has his arms folded waiting for us to mess up. That’s not true. He sympathizes with our weaknesses. He understands. He was tempted. In fact, He was tempted in a face to face conflict with the enemy so I think He knows something about it. Not only that, Romans 8 tells me that the Holy Spirit has your back. How does He do that? The Bible says that He is interceding for you with groans that cannot be uttered. Before you woke up this morning and long after you go to bed, the Holy Spirit was interceding for you and praying for you in accordance with the will of God. Whew! That will change the way you wake up and go to sleep. It will put a little skip in your step. I’ve got a High Priest over here, a Counselor, a Helper who has got my back, and the Bible also says in I Corinthians 14, this is worth writing down and going back to, no temptation has overtaken you except what is common to mankind. God is faithful. He will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bare, but when you are tempted, He will also provide a way out so that you can endure it.  You need to claim that promise. Let’s stop our own pity party and take some responsibility and let’s accept the fact that He is not going to let us be tempted beyond what we can handle, and then even when we are in those extremely tempting situations, He is going to provide a way out. Is it sometimes really hard to find that way out? Yes. Is it sometimes the door that is very difficult for us to open and walk through? Yes. But He is going to provide a way out. Romans 8 tells me that we are more than conquerors in Christ. 
So let’s quit making excuses. He that is in us is greater than he that is in the world. We can do this thing. We can’t ourselves, but God in us can do this thing. We are a new creation. The same spirit that raised Christ from the dead lives in us! Wow! That gives us the power we need to walk in purity, to walk in holiness, not to earn some salvation, not to earn some badge, but in honor of the One who went to the cross to pay the penalty for our sins so that we can be set free and forgiven, in honor of the One who Himself said no to those temptation but lived a sinless life, in honor of Him, our Lord and Savior, we walk in purity because of what He has done for us.

Let me drill down a little bit further. We are going to go back to the beginning of I Peter 5 and here’s where it gets very practical and we’ll keep it short. It says:

1 To the elders among you, I appeal as a fellow elder and a witness of Christ’s sufferings who also will share in the glory to be revealed: 2 Be shepherds of God’s flock that is under your care, watching over them—not because you must, but because you are willing, as God wants you to be; not pursuing dishonest gain, but eager to serve; 3 not lording it over those entrusted to you,
Then there is this beautiful description and it goes on and flips the coin and it says
5 In the same way, you who are younger, submit yourselves to your elders. All of you, clothe yourselves with humility toward one another,
Can I make an observation? I think that you can tell a lot about a person who is young by how they treat those who are old. I think you can tell a lot about a person who is old by how they treat someone who is young. The Bible is so practical. Elders, you are in a position of authority but don’t you go lording it over. In other words, don’t function out of a spirit of pride, but serve and love. Then those of you who are younger, don’t just disregard those who have been around the sun a few more times. Learn to respect some of their wisdom. Learn to stand on their shoulders. I know that when someone who is an adult reaches out and engages my kids in conversation and treats them like they are real people, I like that person. It tells me something about their character. And those who are young and understand the importance of simple respect, I think this is something, I don’t know that the church is real good at it and I don’t think the pulpit is real good at it either, but if we could somehow learn to put some of this into practice, wow! It would be a game changer.

Then it says all of you clothe yourselves with humility toward one another. All of us get dressed every day right? I hope so. How many of you pick out your outfit the night before? Let me see your hands. How many of you put it on the night before? How many of you, that morning, are led by the Spirit and whatever you are prompted? How many of you actually check the weather and then make your outfit choices? I’ll stop there. All of us, there is an intentionality with which we get clothed. We clothe ourselves. It becomes second nature but I love this because it is an act of intention. What are you going to clothe yourself with? The Bible says clothe yourself with humility. In other words, put humility on.

I think there are two dimensions to this. I think it is a posture towards other and a posture towards life, the spirit of humility. So, short and sweet, in terms of a posture towards others, I’m going to share one thing. I don’t know that I’ve ever even shared this in 15 years. But it is a motto, something that is part of my operating system. When I was a senior in college, I read How To Win Friends and Influence People. Great book. There was one thing I never forgot, I think it was Benjamin Franklin, but whether it was Benjamin or not, it was one of those guys, he said everyone is my superior in some way, in that I learn of them. So what I’ve done in my life is determine that I’m going to approach everybody, even the people I don’t necessarily like or get along with, even the people that it is an effort to respect them, they are my superior in some way, they know something I don’t. There is some experience I could glean from them. There is something. So what I’m going to do is I’m going to take a humble posture towards them and try to learn from them.

I think it is also a posture toward life. I have made a determination and this has helped me through some tough times, this has helped me through some of the failures and it has helped me through some of the things I wish I wasn’t going through. Here’s how I approach everything as a learning opportunity. When you approach everything as an opportunity to learn, that means God can redeem. I don’t like it but I’m learning a valuable lesson right now. It is taking this learning posture toward life. This is where pride gets in the way. Pride doesn’t allow us to try new things because we might fail. Pride doesn’t allow you to experience new things because what if we look foolish or silly because we’ve never done it before. One of our family values is humility. Humility, generosity, gratitude and courage are four values that we’ve chosen that we want to embody as a family. I was so proud of my little girl, Summer Joy. She just started her freshman year at St. John’s. Dad was pretty scared, but it’s good for your prayer life! She went to her first dance. I gave her brother, Parker, a sophomore, a lecture. I told him to look out for that little girl. She has never played a day of volleyball in her life and decided to try out for the team. I was so proud of her for doing that. Have you ever done something that you’ve never done? You usually feel a little foolish doing that. You don’t often feel, ‘Oh I love things that I’ve really bad at!’ Is there anything you did for the first time that you were good at? You know what I’m saying? None of us would be walking. You looked like a drunk sailor the first time you walked but you kept at it and you learned it and now you’re pretty good at it. Do you see the connection between humility and trying out for a volleyball team? The truth is, all the kids were together, including the seniors who had played for four years, so she came home for the first two days and was so overwhelmed and contemplated quitting. I was up through the night. I was out hiking Half Dome but I couldn’t even sleep that night because I was praying and interceding for my daughter. I know that little things like that can be defining moments and I didn’t want her to give up on it. I didn’t want her to get hit with a spike every other play, but she went back and she stuck with it and she loves it. What I love about that is that she is starting to get it. I want to continue to put myself in places where I look absolutely foolish as I continue to learn.
I don’t have time to talk about this a lot but it is one of the reasons why we love starting coffeehouses and movie houses and doing new things because I’ve found that the best place to live, the best place to learn and grow is right at the bottom of a learning curve. We want to be up here. We want that expertise where we never have to look foolish or never have to do something we don’t know exactly how to do it, but I have found, I’m going to live my life right down here because I want to take a learning posture towards life and it comes down to humility or pride. If you are operating out of pride, you will not allow yourself to be in those situations where you can experience life and learn and grow and make mistakes and fall flat on your face and figure out that there is a God who is going to get you right back up and through it you are going to become a better person. 
I have a mantra that has been in my spirit for the last six months. Some of you have heard me share it. The Lord has been blessing us. Unbelievable! I’m so thrilled! And it is not just pieces of property or this or that. It is not just favor with community and with city, I’m just thrilled about where we are spiritually. I just sense that we are at a really good place that’s an embodiment of what I’m about to share, stay humble and stay hungry. I just want to be in a place where I never get satisfied with where I’m at. 

Here’s what I’ve learned. The blessings of God are blessings. But if you don’t turn the blessing into praise, it will turn into pride. So one of the most dangerous places to be is in a place where God is blessing you like crazy because if you don’t immediately turn it into praise, it is going to turn into pride. Then what is going to happen? There will be a subtle shift in your life and it is described right here in this passage. Verse 5

“God opposes the proud 
but shows favor to the humble.”
I call this the law of favor. It says favor. Here is what’s remarkable to me, and this comes more out of traveling and speaking. I talk to a lot of pastors and I’m in a lot of those different circles and here’s what I realized, and I share this candidly, sometimes some of us are trying so hard to serve the Lord and He has called us to do it and we are doing the Father’s business and He is actually opposing what we are doing even though He wants us to be doing it but because we are doing it out of a spirit of pride, He can’t bless it. He can’t favor because He is not going to favor and bless pride. It is not in his nature. So until we get pride uprooted and out of our hearts and until we figure out that we don’t know more than God, that we don’t know better than God, until we really drill down at some of the motivations and acknowledge the fact. I believe that most of my reward in heaven to date has been forfeited because I’ve done it for the wrong reasons. I don’t like saying it and I wish it wasn’t true, I’m just being honest. You’ve got to de-throne the god of Me and you’ve got to say I’m not doing this for me, I’m doing this for his glory.

There is a fine line between Thy kingdom come and my kingdom come. There is a fine line between wanting to make his name famous and wanting to be famous. I think part of the battle, let’s be honest about this and say I do not want to be in a place where God has to oppose me.

Let me close with this. We are going to end on a really positive note. Here’s what I believe. God wants to favor you. No good thing will the Lord withhold from those who walk uprightly before Him. God wants to bless you. He wants to favor you. He wants to use you. He is able to do immeasurably more than all you can ask or imagine according to his power that is at work within you. But you’ve got to de-throne yourself.  You’ve got to get out of the way and die to self and crucify that pride and put yourself in a humble posture. If you put yourself in a humble posture, I’m putting my bet on you that God is going to bless you and He is going to use you and He is going to do things that are beyond your imagination.

Really what this is all about is posture. It is about posturing ourselves in a way that God can bless us.

So here’s what we are going to do.  We are going to assume a sacred posture. For three weeks, we are going to celebrate communion together and I’ll tell you why. I’m going to talk about some things that you won’t like thinking about it or talking about it. Next week will be worse, I promise you. You are not going to like it. But it’s why I know that we need to assume this posture and it is the posture of kneeling at the foot of the cross and that’s what communion is. So for three weeks, we are going to celebrate communion. I feel like we are going to talk candidly and figure out how we win this war against temptation, but let’s make sure at the end of the day, let’s go right back to the foot of the cross and let’s kneel there and let’s receive the grace and the power and the forgiveness because that’s the only place you are going to find it. You can’t muster the will power, you don’t have enough self-control, I know you don’t because I know I don’t. so what I’ve got to do is keep going back to the foot of the cross. It is at the foot of the cross that we slay that 3 headed dragon.

Let me pray and then I want to invite our bands and ushers to come and we are going to prepare to celebrate communion.

Father we come before You and we humble our hearts O God and we acknowledge that there is pride in our hearts and we confess it freely and openly to You. God we invite You to come and forgive us. God right now, we declare that You are seated on the throne of our lives, that our lives revolve around You, so we pick ourselves up off of that throne and we get off of it and we walk down those stairs and we put You right at the center in the place of authority, in the place of honor, in the place of worship. We bless You O God, we bless You because You are worthy of our praise. God I thank You for those right now for the first time are de-throning their selves, saying God You are my Lord, You are my Savior, You are my King. God thank You for those who are right now in their hearts putting You on the throne. God all of us put You right there right now. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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