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Welcome to National Community Church. We are thrilled that you are here this weekend at one of our seven locations. We are excited about this series we are in called ‘Sola.’ We are talking about the five Solas of the Reformation.  We talked about Solas Scriptura, that for us the final authority in matters of faith and doctrine is Scripture. We’ve talked about Solas Christus. I like this little formula: Jesus plus nothing equals everything and everything minus Jesus equals nothing. At the end of the day, it is all about Jesus Christ and what He means to us. That is at the very core of our faith. This weekend, we are talking about Sola Fida. 
Turn over to Romans Chapter 1 and we’ll get there in just a moment. 

Last week, I had the opportunity to spend four days in New York City at the Story Seminar with Robert McKee. I love New York City, specifically Carnegie Deli.  I went there twice. $15.35 for a sandwich and they get ripped off.  It is this thick! But what am I doing? So, I was up there for the Story Seminar is legendary in Hollywood circles as the guru of Story. I think something like that last 80 out of 100 Oscar winning films have a writer or director who has been through his Story Seminar. I wanted to go because I love story and storytelling. I figured as a write and preacher, it wouldn’t be a bad thing. I’ll be honest. Robert McKee is a little too vulgar for my taste but the seminar was amazing. He dissected this idea of Story and talked about the art and Science of story, everything from text and subtext to set ups and pay offs to conflict and resolution. Some people have asked me what I got out of it. I honestly think really the one big thing for me was this little idea – no conflict, no story. If you don’t have any conflict – boring! You don’t want to read that book and you don’t want to watch that movie. Then I thought, what about my life? I think we all understand that epic movies involve epic conflict. We want our lives to be epic without any conflict. We want the story without any of the hassle. But you are going to have to make some epic sacrifices and take some epic risks if you want your life to be epic! There is no way around it. So it was interesting for me to look at that whole idea and apply it to my own life story.  It is greater and greater and conflict that illicit greater and greater capacities within each one of us. 
One of the conflicts we talked about is this idea of inciting incidents. If you have taken any writing courses or English courses, perhaps you have come across that idea. It is the simple idea that in every story, there are defining moments or turning points on which the story turns, if you will. McKee defines it as something that radically upsets the balance of forces in a person’s life. It is the cause of all the effects that follow. It is the first domino that falls. It is the decision that changes our trajectory forever. It is the point of no return, when we cannot be the same.

It is interesting to take that context and look at Scripture.  There are a lot of inciting incidents. I can’t help but think about Abraham going and his willingness to sacrifice Isaac but then God providing the ram in the thicket. That is an inciting incident in his spiritual journey. I think about Jacob wrestling with God through the night and that becomes an inciting incident where his name is even changed and his character is changed. I think about Moses and the burning bush. He was not the same person after that encounter with God. So when I think about inciting incidents and I look at Scripture, I think my simple conclusion is this, they always involve faith.

Maybe you are here this weekend and your life is a little boring. Maybe you need a little conflict.  Maybe you are here and some dreams haven’t become reality or you are just full of doubt or you just aren’t sure exactly how this story is going to play out. What I know is this – the inciting incidents in your life are going to come back to you taking a step of faith. Here’s the problem, most of us want the guaranteed outcome. We want those situations where we don’t even need any faith, but the Bible says without faith it is impossible to please God. So then when we think that way, what we really want is a situation where we can’t please God because it doesn’t involve faith. What I’m saying is we need to find ourselves in those situations where we have to exercise our faith, and it can become an inciting incident.
So I’m excited this weekend because I believe that some of us could make a faith decision. I believe you are only decision away from a totally different life. Isn’t that awesome! What’s it is going to take is faith. That’s what we are going to talk about. Sola Fida – by faith alone.

Romans 1:16

For I am not ashamed of the gospel because it is the power of God that brings salvation to everyone who believes, first to the Jew, then to the Gentile. For in the gospel, the righteousness of God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last just as it is written, the righteous will live by faith.

I am not ashamed of the gospel. How could you be? In one sense, how in the world could you be ashamed of the gospel? I love introducing people to my wife and my kids. Occasionally I’ll travel and go to meetings by myself, but I love taking my wife. I love introducing people to my wife. I love for people to meet her. Why? Because I love her and I’m proud of her. I love when people come to my office and I show them the picture of my three kids. Why? Because I love them and I’m proud of them. I’m their dad. In a sense, Paul is saying I’m not ashamed of the gospel, I think what he is saying is how could I be? I love God and I’m proud of God. Look what He has done in my life. By the way, for note-takers, I like throwing a few of these things in. If you’re taking notes, jot these down. I like definitions. Here are a couple of mine. I think worship is bragging about God to God. Isn’t that what we do when we sing these songs? We are expressing our praise to God. In a sense, we are bragging on God. Look at your power. Look at your faithfulness and your glory. So we are bragging about God to God. Then evangelism, here’s my definition of it, it is bragging about God to others. So in other words, you don’t stop bragging about God. But in one instance, it is directed to God Himself, but in the other instance, it is just bragging on God. Like, I love God and look at what God has done. I’m pretty messed up but look at what God has done in my life. Paul says I am not ashamed of the gospel.
What is the gospel? It is a word that most of us are familiar with but it is used in different contexts and different ways. I think it is important that we understand exactly what it is. The word ‘gospel’ tends to, for us, have spiritual or biblical religious connotations, but in its purest form, it was a word that meant good news or to announce good news. So I like to think of it this way, a couple gets pregnant and they are so excited, first child, and at first the couple knows, then it’s like, when are we going to let people know and who are we going to tell first. You wait for this gospel moment when you will announce the good news, we are pregnant! Maybe you call mom or a close friend and you tell family or maybe you do something creative to let people know. That’s what the gospel is. It is sharing good news.

I experienced a few of those moments this week. I was with a friend and he told me confidentially, so I’m not really telling you who it is, his wife is pregnant! It was a gospel moment. I was so excited for him. Then on Thursday of this week, I got a text message from Pastor Joel, the campus pastor at Ballston and also my brother-in-law, and the text said we are at the hospital! Finally gonna have this baby! By the way, they went old school, they decided that they weren’t going to know whether it was a boy or girl. A couple of hours later he sent a text that said: It’s a ……. And left us hanging. It was a girl! That was a gospel moment. I’ve got a new niece. So we went over and held her for the first time and prayed for her. Then one of our staff members this week, I see a tweet and it just said she said yes! That’s a gospel moment. Good news. That engagement announcement, that birth announcement, what I’m saying it I think sometimes we over-spiritualize or think about it too religiously, but a gospel moment is just sharing really good news. What Paul is saying is I’m not ashamed of really good news. Why would you be? 

So what is the gospel specifically? I better say this, let me say it this way, do you want to hear the good news or the bad news first? The bad news is that all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God. All of us have been separated by God because of our sin. The good news is John 3:16: For God so loved the world that He gave his only begotten Son that whosoever believeth on Him should not perish but have everlasting life. The good news is John 1:12: To as many of have received Him, to them He gave the power to become children of God. The good news is Colossians 2:14: Our sins are nailed to the cross. The good news is I John 1:9: If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sin and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. The good news is John 10:10: He came that we might have life and have it more abundantly. The good news is II Corinthians 5:21: God made Him who had no sin to become sin for us so that we might become the righteousness of God. The good news is Romans 10:9-10: If you confess with your mouth Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you shall be saved! That’s the good news! In a nutshell, God sent his Son, Jesus Christ, lived a sinless life, died on the cross to pay the penalty for our sin, was raised from the dead, is seated at the right hand of the Father, and the Bible says there is no other name under heaven given unto men by which you must be saved.  No other name, there is no other name. No one else lived a sinless life. There is no one else who died in my place, no one else who was raised from the dead. Jesus Christ stands alone in that category. He is the only One who can save me from my sin. I love Him for that and I’m proud of Him for that. 
I think sometimes, we allow the fear of people to overshadow our love for God. We are in a city where there is a spirit of political correctness, then you are saying some people are wrong, and we live in this age where it is wrong to say something is wrong. I happen to believe that is wrong! Some people are right and some people are wrong and I’m putting my eternal future, in Sola Fida, by faith alone, I have put my faith in Jesus Christ as my Lord and Savior. I am not ashamed of the gospel for it is the power of God that brings salvation to everyone who believes.

Verse 17:

For in the gospel, the righteousness of God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last just as it is written the righteous will live by faith.

That idea from first to last, or the King James says from faith to faith, it is this idea of going from one degree of faith to another degree of faith. I’m just going to say this because I think sometimes some of us want to exercise our faith in order to then get ourselves into a situation that doesn’t require any faith. What I want to suggest is that we exercise the measure of faith that we have so that we can get into a situation that will require even more faith so that then we can get ourselves into a situation that requires even more faith than that. So we continue to go from faith to faith. 
In a couple minutes, what I want to show you is the simple fact that it traces back to an inciting incident, a moment, when we make a decision to cross the line of faith and we make a decision to accept the invitation Jesus extended to follow Him, we make a decision to surrender our lives to the lordship of Jesus Christ. That’s where it starts but then we go from faith to faith as we continue to follow Him.

Finally, this little statement – the righteous will live by faith. Sola Fida.

Stick with me. When I was in high school, I thought that someday I might teach history. You know how over time you have a few things you might do. Then I was a pre-law major at the University of Chicago and I thought maybe I would be a lawyer or politics was an interest to me. But when I was in high school, I thought for sure that I’d be a history teacher because I love history. So you might feel like you are in history class, but this weekend, we celebrate Reformation Sunday. You may have noticed that this is not the most traditional church on the block. We are not the most liturgical church. In liturgical terms, there is high church with your rituals and things that are done repeated from week to week, then there is low church which means low on tradition. Please hear me out, we hold to the traditions of Scripture. We baptize people because Jesus set the precedent in doing that and that hasn’t changed for thousands of years. Why do we do baby dedication? Because there is a precedent and a tradition established in Scripture where Mary and Joseph brought Jesus to the temple. And we practice communion because that is a tradition we hold to. But we don’t have a lot of other traditions per say. So we are not super liturgical but here is my fear, that some of us, we are practicing this Westernized, Americanized version of the gospel and would you agree with me that for us to practice our faith looks very different than someone right now that is practicing their faith in a country where it is not even legal for them to have that faith, where their lives are in jeopardy, where they are being persecuted. That’s two totally different scenarios. One of the dangers we have is we have freedom and the freedom of religion and praise God for that. I’m a big believer in Foxe’s Book of Martyrs. You ought to understand that some people gave their lives so that we could have the Scriptures that are our final authority for matters of faith and doctrine. There are people who made sacrifices and took risks that allow us to practice our faith in the way we do. 
So let me talk for a minute about a little bit of our history and this simple statement, the righteous will live by faith. In the 1500s, Pope Leo the 10th was raising funds to build St. Peter’s Basilica.  Has anybody been there in Rome? Lora and I went there for our 15th anniversary. What a spectacular sight touring that! Unbelievable! And as you can imagine, it took some funds to build that. So they were raising funds and here is how they did it – by selling indulgences. One of the fundraisers was an itinerate preacher by the name of Johann Tetzle, he came up with a catchy little jingle. He said as soon as the coin in the copper rings, a soul from purgatory springs. A couple problems with that, number one, purgatory, because the Bible doesn’t teach that.  We will all one day stand before the throne of God and we’ll go one of two places, heaven or hell. Hell is an existence apart from the presence of God, separation. I want to say, I don’t believe God sends anybody there, He gives all of us an opportunity to respond in faith to the offer that He has given us. I know this, God wants to spend eternity with you. The question is – do you want to spend eternity with Him? He gives us that option and heaven is a place where we are in the presence of God eternally where there is no more pain or mourning or death or sorrow or crying. He gives us that choice. The way we choose is by putting our faith in Christ. So the church was selling indulgences. Not only that, by the year 1509, a depository of more than 5,000 holy relics had been accumulated by Frederick the Wise. Basically, he wanted Wittenberg, Germany to be the Rome of Germany and he collected these relics. I think you will pick up on the fact that not all of them were legitimate, but they claimed to have a thorn from the crown of Christ, a twig from the burning bush, I don’t know, a piece of gold from the gift of the wise men, and a piece of bread from the Last Supper, that would have to be pretty stale 1,500 years later. That would be as hard as the bread we give you for communion! The collection included thousands of holy bones, so when someone would die, they’d wait for their flesh to rot off and then these bones were considered holy. Here’s the deal, each relic was given a chronological value. Viewing the bones of a dead saint, for example, was worth a 4,000 year reduction in the time spent in purgatory. One of the silver coins paid to Judas was worth 1,400 years. If you took all of those holy relics and added them up, the total value of the collection of holy relics was equated to 1,902,202 years and 270 days. What are you talking about? That’s weird! Once a year, on All Saints Day, all of those relics were put on display in Wittenberg, Germany and it was on the day before All Saints Day, October 21, 1517 that a priest named Martin Luther posted his 95 Thesis on the door of the castle church and confronted the church with a biblical conviction. The righteous will live by faith! You can’t earn your salvation. You can’t buy it by putting a coin in a copper. Forgiveness is not for sale. Salvation is not for sale. The righteous will live by faith. There is only one way that any transaction happens in God’s economy, faith, that’s it. The only way it happens is by faith. So, Luther was deeply distraught by the fact that the church people were trying to earn their salvation by indulgences and holy relics. 

Let me give you a little more back story and then we are going to come in for a landing. 

In 1510, Martin Luther took a pilgrimage to Rome. He was so excited to visit Rome. When he first saw the city from a distance, he said, “I greet thee thou holy Rome, thrice holy from the blood of the martyrs!” I don’t usually say that when I’m approaching a city. But evidently it had an overwhelming effect on him. He was excited about going to Rome. By the time he left, he said, “If there is a hell, Rome is built over it. It is an abyss from which comes every kind of sin.”  He concluded, “The nearer we approach Rome, the greater the number of bad Christians we meet.” So it ruined his opinion of Rome. But he was excited when he first got there and one of the places he visited was St. John Lateran, one of the churches in the city. There was a set of stone stairs were purportedly the same stone stairs that Jesus climbed to stand before Pilot and they had been imported from Jerusalem to Rome and the tradition was that pilgrims would climb those stairs not on their feet but on their knees and they would kiss those stairs as they went. And it was a pious exercise, kind of superstitious exercise, and while Martin Luther is on his knees climbing these stairs, a verse of Scripture comes to mind, Romans 1:17: The righteous shall live by faith. And he has one of those moments where something is not right. Am I in a right relationship with God because I get on my knees and climb some stairs? Is that how we get in God’s good graces or is it perhaps by faith? 
I want to tell you this weekend in no uncertain terms, Sola Fida means by faith alone, that there is only one way to get into right relationship with God and it’s by putting your faith in Jesus Christ. Why? Because, yes, religion is about what you can do for God but that isn’t what Christianity is about and that’s not what a relationship with God is all about. It is about what God has done for us. It is do versus done. I think there are a lot of people who are so confused and think that if they do more good than bad or if they climb these stairs on their knees or if they jump on a pogo stick 1,000 times, I don’t care what stunt you pull, there is nothing that you can do.  You can’t satisfy the wrath of God. There is only One who has satisfied the wrath of God and that is the sinless Son of God and his name is Jesus. Someday when we stand before the throne of God, there is only one right answer. I remember years ago when I went through a course called Evangelism Explosion, and I’ve got to tell you I’m not a big believer in what I call ding-dong-ditch evangelism where you knock on people’s doors. I know it can happen. I know people who their inciting incident traces back to someone knocking on their door, so I’m not throwing that out. But I remember they taught us two questions. Let me ask you the questions. If you were to die today, do you know for sure that you would go to heaven? It is interesting the answers you get. I think a lot of people are kind of I think so or I hope so, but you can know. You don’t’ have to walk out of here wondering. The second question is, if God were to say why should I let you into my heaven, what would your answer be? I think a lot of people want to say they did more good things than bad things or they tried to be a pretty good person, but again that doesn’t cut it. There is only one right answer, that I stand in the righteous of Christ because of what Jesus has done for me and by putting my faith in Christ, here’s what happens, II Corinthians 5:21: God made Him who had no sin to be sin for us so that we might become the righteousness of God. What happens when we put our faith in Christ is this – our sin is somehow then transferred to his account. He nailed it to the cross. He paid for it and his righteousness is then transferred to our account. Do you ever look at your bank account and there was some deposit that was made and you don’t know how it got there but you like it? Maybe that’s not the best illustration I’ve ever used. But it’s like we are looking at the balance sheet saying, ‘Where did my sin go?’ ‘Where did this huge debt that I could never pay, where did it go?’  I can tell you where it went. It was nailed to a cross 2,000 years ago. And then, ‘How did this deposit get here?’ ‘How did this righteousness get deposited to my account?’  I’ll tell you how it happened. The moment you put your faith in Christ, that transaction happened. It is the ultimate inciting incident. It is the greatest moment. In that singular moment when you truly put your faith in Christ and when you confess with mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, in that moment, something happens, you become a child of God, you get adopted by a whole new family, your name is written in the Lamb’s Book of Life, the Holy Spirit takes up residence within us, your sin is forgiven and forgotten forever. All of that in a moment, how? By faith! You can’t earn it. It is not about what you can do for God, it is about what God has done for you. Yet we have such a hard time accepting that. Why? Because we want to earn it. No, even further, we want to save ourselves. I am not the Messiah, but I know the Messiah and He has saved me.

Let me close with this. An inciting incident, I think as I sat through this seminar and literally 10 hours a day 4 days in a row, I had brain cramps by the time we were done, and we talked about stories. I think I went to it thinking as a writer, I write non-fiction but at some point I want to try my hand at fiction, so I went and one of my life goals is to be part of the making of a movie, so I thought I’m going to take a step of faith and go and maybe a few years down the line it would help me cultivate that gift. I sat there and it wasn’t long before I realized this is not about me as a writer or a preacher, this is about my life. And just being able to look at my life the way that maybe God sees me and thinking to myself, you know what, nothing is keeping me from having an inciting incident that totally changed the story of my life. Nothing is keeping me from that. All I need to do is exercise some faith. I started thinking about my own life story and some of those inciting incidents and for the past 15 years, Lora and I have had the unbelievable joy and privilege, I can’t believe we get to do this, to serve as your pastor. What a joy it has been over the years to see God’s blessing and God’s favor. I hope I’ve got another 25 or 30 years left in me. You know I want to pastor one church for life and I love it. Our family loves living here. This is who we are. This is where we are at. I feel like we are living a dream because that’s what it is. But I look back and I think it traces back to one inciting incident. I had just finished up seminary and it is hard for me to describe but I had this sense that God was calling us to Washington D.C. I know that some of you are here for the same kind of reason. God called you to work on the Hill or God called you to work with someone who had a campaign and that landed you here, or you just felt like this is the place you needed to be. I knew it and I couldn’t really describe it. Here’s the thing, I knew one person and when we made the decision to move to D.C. we didn’t have a place to stay. We needed to stay with that one person for a couple of days until we could hopefully find an apartment. It was very unsettling for us. Then we had no guaranteed salary. So it was a scary move but it was one of those moments where we knew if we exercised faith, this could be an inciting incident for us. This story could unfold, but if we don’t do it, we’ll never know. So I looked at the last 15 years and I was thinking if we hadn’t exercised our faith in that one moment, we would have forfeited all of these blessings, all the conflict too and the struggles and challenges, but along with it, all the joys and blessings. Then I go a little bit further back and I think about an inciting incident four years before that. I was praying about what God might have me to do with my life. I was in a cow pastor in Minnesota, I’ve got a picture of it, it’s a burning bush to me, and in the middle of that cow pastor, I heard that still small voice of the Holy Spirit and I knew that God was calling me into ministry. Two years before, that was the furthest thing from my mind. It would’ve never crossed my mind. But in that moment, I didn’t know when or where but I just knew and I made a decision that I was going to give up my scholarship at the University of Chicago and transfer to a little Bible college to begin to pursue that calling. So I look back and I think to myself that was an inciting incident and if I hadn’t exercised my faith and made that decision, then I wouldn’t have been in a position to make another decision to pack a U-Haul and move to Washington D.C.  I could go on all night and tell you about inciting incident after inciting incident and it is always a decision made by faith. Some of them, the right decisions, and some of them, the wrong decisions, but then ultimately, I go all the way back to when I was five years old, I can hardly remember it but it is my first or second memory. I remember one night, my parents took us to see a Billy Graham film called The Hiding Place. We went down to a church in downtown Minneapolis and we sat there watching this film about Corrie Ten Boom and her surviving the concentration camp and her faith. That night when we got home, I think it put a little bit of the fear of God in me, it was a little traumatizing. As my mom was tucking me into bed, I asked her if I could ask Jesus into my heart, and I prayed just a very simple five-year-old measure of faith and I put my faith in Jesus Christ. That for me was that first inciting incident.
I don’t know where you are in your journey but I think some of you have yet to make that decision. I want to tell you we believe around here that the most important decisions ought to be the most informed decisions. By the way, I better say this for the record too, faith is not logical, but that doesn’t mean it is illogical either. Faith is theological. What I mean by that is it adds God into the equation. What does that look like? It means that there are going to be moments in your life where there is a reality that is knowable to your five senses but there will be a reality that is knowable to your sixth sense, the Spirit of God in you and you are going to have to make a decision, do I do what looks logical, what looks sane and hang on to what seems like the right thing to do in light of these five senses, or do I look like I’m in denial and hold on to a reality that is beyond that reality that I can see and taste and smell and feel and touch? Those are the moments where you say I’m not a logical person, I am a theological person and I have put my faith in God.

Faith is making decisions based on the promises of God. And faith is making decisions based on the character of God. It is not allowing fear to dictate our decisions. It is not allowing circumstances to dictate our decisions. It is understanding that by faith, by faith in the person of Jesus Christ, I am going to make this decision and take this step of faith and see what God does.

Let’s pray.

Father we pray that You would help each one of us respond to this message. God I believe this could be an inciting incident for many of us. What a wonderful weekend. On a weekend where we celebrate a Reformation. Someone stood up and said the righteous will live by faith. God here are hundreds of years later saying the same thing. Nothing has changed. We can’t earn salvation but we can receive it. Lord I pray this weekend that many would respond in faith to this simple gift that You have offered to us, this gift of salvation, the forgiveness of our sin, and eternity spent with You, a relationship with You, an adoption. We become part of your family. We have a heavenly Father. God I pray right now that we would respond in faith, that we would confess with our mouth Jesus is Lord and believe in our hearts that God raised You from the dead. Right now we proclaim our faith. We are not ashamed of the gospel for it is the power of God unto salvation. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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