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Let me add my welcome to National Community Church. I’m thrilled that you are here! We are in a series called ‘If’ and I’m going to admit that I’m not mister poetry. Poetry is not really my thing. Roses are red, violets are blue, and that’s about as far as my poetry has gone. But there is one verse of poetry that I came across many years ago and it was, bam, I loved it! It doesn’t even rhyme but I guess it can still be poetry. It was written by a poet, Emily Dickinson.  She said, “I dwell in possibility.”  Just that one little lyric, that one little verse from one of her poems and I like that. I dwell in possibility. I think anybody that is a follower of Jesus Christ that has the Holy Spirit in them, you better dwell in possibility because God is the God of infinite possibilities. And what’s interesting to me is that there is this little word, two letters, ‘if’ that is so full of possibility. There are so many verses in the Bible that have ‘if’ nestled in there and you could read right over it, but it’s the ‘if’ that is really the key conjunction, the piece that we’ve got to hold on to and that’s what this series is about. We have no idea how long it is going to go, but there are a lot of ‘if’ verse in the Bible and we are going to go as long as God wants us to.
So this weekend, turn over to II Corinthians Chapter 5 verse 11. We are coming out of a 21-day prayer challenge that was just off the chart! I hope you are still praying. What’s really cool is we are about to go into a season called Lent in a few weeks and I want to talk next weekend about how I’m going to leverage those 40 days for prayer and fasting in my own life because I like where this thing is going.  So we’ll be laying some tracks for us over those 40 days to prepare ourselves to celebrate the resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ. So I couldn’t be more thrilled about where we are going.

By the way, I have a stack of testimonies about yay high on my desk. So many of you have written me about things that you were praying for and answers to prayer or things that are still unanswered but you’ve asked me to circle it in prayer with you. So can I invite you to share those testimonies? We need to be sharing what God is doing and I want to share some of those testimonies next weekend as we prepare for Lent.

II Corinthians 5:11

What we are is plain to God, and I hope it is also plain to your conscience. 12 We are not trying to commend ourselves to you again, but are giving you an opportunity to take pride in us, so that you can answer those who take pride in what is seen rather than in what is in the heart. 
14 For Christ’s love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died. 15 And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again.

By the way, you know that Michael Hall, the pastor of The People’s Church, which we purchased on Barracks Row, has become one of my dearest friends. I think Michael is 71 years old now and he’s been sending these text message and they are so spot on. This week, he sent one, little words of encouragement, on Thursday, it was a Martin Luther quote that said: Live as if Christ was crucified yesterday, raised from the dead today and coming back tomorrow.  Oh! That changed my day! It’s a new day. It is game on. That’s the reality in which we live, so we can read these words and not catch the full impact. Do you realize that when you put your faith in Christ, you die? You are dead. You died to yourself and you took on a new life in Christ. That life qualitatively and quantitatively is beyond anything you can imagine. Now, the truth is, none of us has gotten to that point where we understand the full reality of it. I think about it this way, I’m not who I want to be, but I’m also not who I used to be. I’m a work in progress and I am growing in Christ’s likeness. Jesus said that you came that I might have life and have it more abundantly. So as we follow Jesus, as we grow in that relationship, we become more and more full of life until there is so much life in us that it is eternal life.  That’s what Christ has done for us and in us. You might just be at the beginning of that and there may be some things in your life that still need to die, but that’s ok, we are all in this thing together but we’ve got to be moving in that direction.
Verse 16

16 So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view. 
And that’s not easy in a town like this. We use people. We misuse people. We are nice to people for the wrong reasons. Instead of just genuinely loving them the way that God has loved us. I’ll be the first person to say, ‘Guilty.’ It is so easy to just walk by people and dismiss them as an inconvenience, someone who just wants some spare change.  C.S. Lewis said a few good things. He said:

The dullest and most uninteresting person you can talk to may one day be a preacher which, if you saw it now, you would be strongly tempted to worship. It is in light of these overwhelming possibilities that we should conduct all our dealings with one another, all friendships, all love, all play, all politics. There are no ordinary people. You have never talked to a mere mortal.

Look at the person next to you and just gasp. Amazing! You are not seated next to mere mortals! No, you are seated next to someone that has the fingerprint of God on their soul, a soul print that is invaluable and irreplaceable. There is no one like you, never has been, never will be, and that’s not a testament to you, it’s a testament to the God who created you. Listen, no one can worship God like you or for you. God uniquely designed you to sing a song of praise, to live a life that would glorify Him unlike anybody who has ever lived. Awesome! Don’t regard anybody from a worldly point of view. 
Though we once regarded Christ in this way, we do so no longer. 17 Therefore, if [there it is] anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone, the new is here! 18 All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: 19 that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting people’s sins against them. 
You know we are in the day of God’s favor, the day of God’s grace, He is not counting our sins against us, but we simply bow the knee and receive the forgiveness that Jesus Christ has offered us.  Then it is a new day. It is a new creation. It is a new game.
And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. 20 We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. 
We might have an ambassador at NCC. We live in a city full of ambassadors. I was at the National Prayer Breakfast a week ago and sat with an ambassador from a country that I am embarrassed to admit that I really don’t even know how to spell it. It’s one of the ‘stan’ countries and I think it had lots of consonants together but it was still pretty cool.  I was seated with a representative of that whole nation! Everything they are and what they represent is right here at the table with me. Part of what I want to talk about this weekend is that we have got to understand and step into the positional authority that is ours in Christ.
A couple years ago, I heard a story about a former governor of Massachusetts. He was in a campaign for second term for office and he was very busy. One day, he didn’t have time to eat lunch and showed up at a church bar-b-que that evening and he was going down the serving line with everybody else and he held out his plate and the woman serving chicken put one piece of chicken on his plate, and he said, ‘Excuse me, do you mind if I got a second piece of chicken?’  She said, ‘Sorry, one piece of chicken per customer.’  He said, ‘Do you know how I am? I’m the governor of this state?’  She said, ‘Do you know who I am? I am the lady in charge of chicken!’  I love that!  You know, there are authorities that are given on a human plane and level, and we understand that, but there is also a spiritual authority that we’ve got to step into and understand and when you understand that, it changes the way you walk, the way you pray, the way you live, because there is an authority that is given to you by God.  
I don’t know if Dick Foth said this last week in his message or when we were hanging out, but he was sharing about how when he first came to D.C. how he felt so insecure. He was walking through the halls of Congress thinking ‘what am I doing here?’  I’m in the seat of power and I don’t know if I belong here, and there was this moment that the Holy Spirit, and Dick always jokes that God calls him Foth, so the Holy Spirit said, ‘Foth, if you talk to me, the King of Kings, in the morning, it won’t be hard to talk to Senators in the afternoon.’  That’s good. It is about understanding our authority and it involves a paradigm shift, a new perspective.
Where were we?

We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. 
I implore you, be reconciled to God. That’s what’s on the table today. You can be reconciled to God. 
21 God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.

We have a core value, it is never too late to be who you might have been. I think that’s one of the most hopeful statements. If you are breathing today, like everybody is, then it is evidence of the fact that God is not done with you. It is not too late. All you have to do is give your heart to Christ and that new creation will begin in your life. But I want to tell you today that it is not going to be easy. It is not something that is a quick fix.
When I was a senior in college, I tore my interior cruciate ligament about two weeks before the national finals. That was a huge disappointment. I went to the doctor. It was the same surgeon who had done the surgery on my other knee when I was a sophomore. I went into the office and they did the MRI and then he came out and said, ‘Your ACL is torn.’ And he pulled up a Band-Aid and he rolled up my pants leg and he put a Band-Aid over my knee.  No he didn’t! That would be ridiculous!  Put a Band-Aid on that torn ligament and you’re good to go! No! No! I had some serious internal problems. I had a torn ligament and ligaments don’t heal. So you know what I needed? I needed to go in a few weeks later and they put me under. They cut open my knee and then they cut a piece of a tendon and then they took some screws and screwed them into my femur. I’m screwed up, literally!  It took invasive surgery. Listen, can God fix what is broken or mend something that is old? Yes! But that’s not the business that God’s in. God is in the business of taking broken hearts and saying, ‘I’m not just going to heal it, I’m going to give you a new one.’ He says, ‘I’m going to move into your neighborhood and take up residence with in you. My Holy Spirit is going to fill you, and when He does, I’m going to begin to change you and it will not be a Band-Aid. It will be invasive surgery. It will be me coming in and changing the way you think, changing the way you live, changing everything.’
That’s what God wants to do. And all you have to do is invite Him in.

Most of us are too Christian to enjoy sinning and too sinful to enjoy Christ.  And then we wonder why this is not as great as we thought it would be.  You’ve got one foot over here and one foot over here and there is too much sin in our life to really enjoy that intimate relationship with God that we’ve been created for. But then we are too Christian to really enjoy the sinning part of it, so we are miserable. We live in between. We need God to do something radical, something new in our lives.

I think there are moments in your life when something happens and you can’t go back to the way life was. You know what I’m talking about? Sometimes it is a tragedy in your life. Sometimes it could be a divorce. But something happens and sometimes it is losing innocence or ignorance and the harsh reality of life, like the wind that blew up Saturday afternoon. Were you outside? My daughter was out and I texted her to ask if she was ok. Afterwards, I thought, it’s not like the wind would actually blow her away. But I wanted to make sure she was ok. It’s like that. 

July 23, 2000 for me, I went into the emergency room at Washington Hospital Center and go through an MRI and the surgeon comes back after midnight and said he was going to go in and do emergency surgery because I had a ruptured intestine. I was on a respirator for two days. I should not have survived that but the Lord had mercy on me. I’m on borrowed time. I’ll tell you something, when you have a near-death experience, it is a new normal. You can’t go back. I just think it is time, it is time. I can’t do this for you and you can’t do this for me. I’ve said it before and I’m going to say it again, I think our experience with Christ is so subnormal that normal seems abnormal.  And abnormal ought to be normal. I think, we read stories about missionaries like one-way missionaries who would pack all of their belongings and buy a one-way ticket to go someplace just to share the good news of the gospel with a people and a country in a language they don’t know. We think that that’s radical, that that’s extreme, but no, that should be normal. We think, ‘I’m tithing and feeling pretty good about that, and listen, that is wonderful but do you realize there comes a point where the Lord blesses you so much that to tithe would be sinful. If you aren’t giving more than that, I wonder if the grace of God has totally permeated your heart and your mind.  See, generosity ought to be normal. Sacrifice should be normal. Pressing into the presence of God and then barely being able to leave, that’s normal. Miracles are normal.
By the way, I’m getting so many stories from those who have read The Circle Maker, even just from our church family, and I can’t believe everything that is going on all the time. God is doing miracles all the time. Every moment, there are miracles happening! And I’m not just talking about God keeping the planets in orbit. I’m talking about God intervening in people’s lives, but we don’t share our testimonies so we don’t know what’s going on.

This week, I got an email from a pastor in Tampa. How crazy is this? You know I prayed that it would get into the right hands at the right time. I didn’t even pray the right paragraph but this guy is sitting in a coffee shop reading the book and he comes to the paragraph about praying circles around your children and he feels prompted to stop reading and to start praying, which is totally what I wanted, that people would pray throughout it, and as he was praying for his children, his oldest son swerves to avoid a vehicle, flipped over, the car flipped over several times and comes to rest upside down but he and his friends get out and one of them has one scrape. He sends me this email and says he thought it was the right paragraph at the right time and the Lord prompted him and the Lord protected. Stuff like that is going on all the time. That is normal.

I think we need to take a look in the mirror and let’s make sure we are not dumbing down our theology to match our experience, that we are not creating God in our image but that we are actually saying, ‘God, my experience falls way short of what I am reading about, so would you come and do something about it? I want a new normal. I want to press in and press on and experience more of you.’

We need a new normal.

Almost 100 times in Scripture, it says ‘in Christ.’ Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation. Now, the phrase appears in lots of different places. I don’t have time to go through 91 of them, so I just went through this letter, II Corinthians, looking at the different ‘in Christ’ verses and I was starting to get pretty fired up. In fact, II Corinthians 1:20

For no matter how many promises God has made, they are yes in Christ.

I mean, really, the big question is – are you in Christ or out of Christ? How do you get in? 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.  To as many as have received Him, to them He gave the power to become children of God. What happens is when we put our faith in Jesus Christ, we are adopted into the family of God. We become children of God and then it is this chain reaction that happens simultaneously where the name is written in the Lamb’s Book of Life and the Holy Spirit comes and takes up residence within us and all of these things begin to happen. There is this metamorphosis, this new creation that happens inside of us in that moment. It begins to change us. I’m thinking about just that one promise. No matter how many promises God has made, they are yes in Christ. 
Do you know that there are about 3,000 promises? Some people say 7,000, but they are all yes in Christ. When we are in Christ, it is all inclusive. We gain access to all of those promises. All that matters today is that you are in Christ. Nothing else matters.  Jesus plus nothing equals everything. Everything minus Jesus equals nothing. 

Paul goes through this laundry list of everything he has done, then he comes to this place in Philippians 3 where he says, ‘I consider everything lost compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ.’  

Think about everything you want, or everything you’ve achieved or accomplished. I’m sure in that moment, it was great. In the second grade, I won the 200 meter race. It was awesome! I was so awesome! I remember crossing the line and realizing I was the fastest kid in my class. Then the fifth grade, I won a gold medal in the Awana Olympics.  At the time, it was the greatest accomplishment in my life. Eight grade, I had friends that won most likely to be a U.S. Congressman, most likely to win a Nobel Prize, all these different things. I won best dressed.  Why are you laughing? In college, I was a first team All-American in the National Christian Collegiate Athletic Association. It would have been a lot more impressive without that extra C in there. One year I won a Young Alumnus of the Year Award. I forgot it in the overhead bin of the airplane on the plane ride back.  That’s about how important it was to me. I’ve got some hardware and it means absolutely nothing. I’ve discovered that all the things I thought were so important to achieve, whether it is a degree that might put letters behind my name, or a position or some ranking or this or that, it means absolutely nothing.

December 22, my publisher called and said, ‘Mark, the book is going to hit the New York Times list.’  I was so excited. The next day, it didn’t mean a thing to me. We will go half way around the world to get this or do that thinking that somehow anything will satisfy us or fill our spirit. But there is only one thing that will fill the human spirit and it is the Spirit of God and the only way you get the Spirit of God is by kneeling at the foot of the cross and putting your faith in the Son of God, and then you are adopted by the Father God. That is all that matters.  I’m not going to stand before the throne of God and say, ‘God, I was best dressed in eighth grade!’  In all the other ones, even the ones that seem most significant, even things that our culture might say is significant or important, it is meaningless. I consider everything lost compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ. He is the only One who can come in a make me a new creation.

While we are on the topic, some great religious leaders, people who have said some wise things, from Confucius to Mohammed, you name it, not one of them died for me. Only One died for me and that’s the sinless Son of God, and only One was raised from the dead and only One is coming back. Jesus. And that’s all that matters.
Let’s move it a close. This week, I found myself in Lakeland, Florida. It was 40 here and 80 there! Sweet! Why doesn’t the whole country move south? There were about 1,500 students on Wednesday night and they were worshipping. It was so exciting to see that, a generation on fire. It was so real and so raw and the hunger for God was so evident. After I was done speaking, I was standing backstage on the side and I was just looking at all these students on their knees, hands raised, obviously seeking the Lord. It was an overwhelming moment. It was hard to describe but I wrote in my journal that I wanted to scream to them, ‘Who are you listening to?’ because I remember so well, insecurity and uncertainty, are those not the two best descriptions of what it feels like? I know it is exciting and wonderful and all that good stuff. But almost every senior I’ve ever talked to is very excited but very scared. There is insecurity and uncertainty. You don’t know who you are yet. You are trying to find yourself. I was over there thinking to myself, ‘Who are you going to listen to? Are you going to listen to the enemy or are you going to listen to God? That will determine your future. Who are you going to believe? Who do you believe?’ The enemy is the accuser of the brethren and he will hurl accusations against you.
You need to listen to what God says about you. You can do all things through Christ who strengthens you. He that is in you is greater than he that is in the world. You are God’s workmanship created in Christ Jesus to do good works prepared in advance. All things work together for good to them that love God and are called according to his purpose. The same Spirit that raised Christ from the dead dwells in you. There is no condemnation to them that are in Christ Jesus. To as many as have received Him, to them He gave the power to become children of God. You are the apple of his eye. Your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit. You are more than conquerors through Christ.

So who are you going to listen to? What are you going to buy into? Where are you going to find your identity?  You need to get into God’s Word and get into God’s presence.  Couldn’t I have just said that right up front? I could have. James 1 says that Bible a mirror and if you want to see who you really are, you better look in that mirror.

Some of you, you might like what you see in the mirror, the physical mirror. You might even check yourself out, but the day is going to come when you don’t like what you see in the mirror. It will come. That day will come when physically this shell isn’t what it used to be. But when you begin to look into God’s Word, you begin to see the reflection of who it is that He has created you to be. And you’ve got to spend a long time looking in that mirror so that you grow in ever increasing glory that you would be a true reflection of God. It takes time. And the truth is, you don’t find yourself by looking for yourself. You find yourself by looking for God. And when you look for God, then you begin to find yourself.

At the end of the day, there is only one assessment that matters and it is God’s assessment of you. You will stand before the judgment seat of God. That doesn’t have to scare you. It can be something that you anticipate because you will hear words of commendation if you are in Christ. If you are in Christ, it is a day that you can anticipate.

Then King David went in and sat before the Lord and said Who am I O Lord God? Get into God’s presence and ask Him that question. Who am I? Spend some time until God begins to speak to you through his Word and through his Spirit and He will change your life. There are no shortcuts. There are no substitutes. You know that I think everybody needs counseling. I’ve never met anybody that doesn’t need counseling and I’ve been known to walk through the self-help section and buy a book or two. It’s good stuff but if you really want to experience the new creation, you’ve got to sit in the Lord’s presence and say, ‘Who am I?’ And God will begin to speak to you. He will begin to show you who you are. It is not a short, easy process, but you give it time and it will change your life.

Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation.

I’m really done with this, but here’s the third conclusion. Here’s the image that has been in my mind all week. In our staff prayer time and throughout the week in my personal devotions, I just can’t get away from Genesis 1 where it says that the Spirit of God was hovering over the chaos, over the formless void, and so as I’ve been praying for people, I don’t literally see it but I can sense the Spirit of God hovering over people. The same Spirit that brought order out of chaos, the same Spirit that spoke creation into existence, is the same Spirit that is hovering over you. The same God who said let there be light and a minute later, 11 million miles away, light was beginning to create the universe. According to the Doppler Effect, there are still galaxies being created because of four words, let there be light.  Those words were so powerful, God spoke with such authority, the chaos became creation and came into existence and there was life. That same Spirit is hovering over you and if you let Him do it, He will give you a new heart and He will give you a new mind and you will experience a new normal and it will be a new day.
Father, we come before You this weekend and God we put ourselves on the altar because your Word says that we are living sacrifices. God we aren’t satisfied with who we are or where we are at. God we believe that there are still things to be done and a work to be done in us. God I pray that You would help us to have the courage to say we are not going to continue with business as usual but we are going to press in and press on and believe that God has something even greater for us. So Lord, this weekend we are not asking for a Band-Aid. God we are asking that You would come and do surgery on our hearts. God, would You begin to change us in a way that only You can? Lord, I pray for those that have never put their faith in Christ. This is their moment. They can feel something tugging at their heart and that is the Holy Spirit. So God, I pray that your love would compel them right now to surrender their lives to You. God, as we prepare to celebrate communion in a few moments, I pray that You would prepare our hearts. Lord, if there is something that needs to die in us, God I pray it would die so we could come to life in the way You intended. We offer ourselves to You because You offered yourself to us. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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