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{intro – female voice}

Every life tells a story. Every day is a snapshot of where you come from and where you are going. It is what connects us and what sets us apart. It allows us to know and truly be known. Your story is living proof of an idea, the conversion of idea to action. The worse day of your life becomes the first day of your testimony. Your weakness gives way to God’s glory.  Your tragedy makes way for triumph. People are searching. What will they find when they look to you? You have a story and someone desperately needs to hear it. You have a story worth sharing with and for one another.

{male voice}
I’m not afraid to admit that I’m a huge Star Wars fan. One of the very first times I can to NCC was in October of 2005 and we were in the midst of one of those ‘God at the Box Office’ series and because it was 2005, Heather decided that she was going to preach a message revolving around video clips from Star Wars Episode III Revenge of the Sith, and she preached her message on what happened to Anakin and how that relates to the Christian life. I remember walking out of there thinking, ‘Wow! If somebody is willing to open up the Word and preach on the Word and have Star Wars right there next to it!  As both a believer and a Star Wars fan, I don’t need to go anywhere else!’  I could wake up tomorrow and God could say, ‘Everything is fixed!’  If that happened, I wouldn’t know what to do with my life because I’ve spent 30 years learning how to be dependent knowing that I cannot do my life on my own without Jesus. The greater miracle isn’t that everything is fixed, the greater miracle is that I have survived 30 years of pain and difficulty and insanity and general craziness. I shouldn’t be her today, yet I am because God has a reason. They rushed my mom to the hospital on a Friday in mid-June. I was still supposed to be developing for another 10 weeks or so, but for some reason, I was ready and I had to come out then. They went to my parents and they said, ‘Here’s our prognosis and it isn’t good. We don’t expect him to live, but if he does, he will never walk on his own, he will be severely and mentally handicapped.’  And that was because I had been diagnosed with Cerebral Palsy. The doctors expected me to have to be cared for my whole life and not to accomplish a whole lot. A lot of those early years were filled with surgeries and time in the hospital and lots and lots of suffering and lots and lots of uncertainty. I have scars on my body that I don’t even remember how I got them or what they are from. But one thing I do remember is going into the hospital at the age of 14 for a surgery that needed to happen and during recovery, things went very, very wrong. My digestive systems began to shut down and I experienced pain beyond anything I have ever known. In the midst of all this, I walked into the bathroom that was attached to my hospital room and I looked at myself in the mirror and my face was all sunken in and yellow and I had a tube coming out of my nose and IVs plugged into my arms. Honestly, I looked like Skeletor from He-man. When I looked at myself in the mirror, I felt like death was looking back at me. That night, at 14 years old, I cried myself to sleep because I didn’t know if I was going to live or if I was going to die. I woke up and a voice said to me that I was going to be ok and that I wasn’t going to die in that hospital dead. I knew that whatever happened, God wasn’t done with me yet and I still had things in life to do. Around that same time, in junior high, two friends of mine came to me and said, ‘Aaron, we think you should go to Washington D.C. someday to work there and maybe run for office and to serve our country in that way.’ I thought it was a great idea because I began to understand that I was never going to be able to serve in the military because of the Cerebral Palsy, so I began to chase after that. During my college experience, I got into a little bit of an accident where I almost got hit by a motorcycle while I was driving around in my handicap tricycle. From there on, my dad decided to build me something. He built me basically the equivalent of an electric rocket-car or space-pod, that we call the Phoenix. And I use that to get around at school.  When I moved here in 2006, I was finally able to fulfill the dream of coming to Capitol Hill and working for Congress that my two friends had put in my 10 years earlier. As a result of that and of my father being the dad that he is and building me what he has, doors have opened to be able to share my story. Part of the purpose for a little boy that wasn’t supposed to make it, having made it, having defied all the odds, part of the purpose is to tell the story so that I can help other people. There are some people in very, very dark places in life. And often it is only those who have been in those kinds of places that understand and are able to reach the people in those places now.  I have a story that can help others walk through the suffering that they are in the midst of. And that’s really what it is all about. It is all about people and helping people. Part of what I think Ephesians 2:10 means for us as believers is that if we allow Him to, God will use us as active agents to be answers to the prayers of other people. King Solomon says in Proverbs: He who refreshes others, he himself will be refreshed.  I want to see people fulfill the potential that God has put in them. My boss just resigned and I’m going to lose my job after the election in November and I have no idea where I’m going to go or what God is going to do. But He has put a new dream in me and that dream has a lot to do with being able to tell this story to anybody who will listen so that they might be encouraged and maybe even inspired to go do the things God has for them to do. And that is what gives me joy, because it allows me to not only be obedient to what God has for me and to grow closer to Him in the process but it allows a 30-year-old guy who, in some ways is still a wonder-filled little boy like Linus from Peanuts, it allows me to do in a scenario that the doctors originally said he would never be able to do at all.
{Mark}

To be active agents answers the prayers of other people! Now that’ll preach!  What a statement! I am so glad that two friends told Aaron that he needed to move to Washington D.C. because we are the beneficiaries. I love Aaron and I love his spirit and I love what God is doing in his life. Wasn’t that encouraging to hear his story? As I listened to it, I thought to myself, a couple of junior high prophets who spoke into his life! You know what, they didn’t feel sorry for Aaron, they believed in him. They didn’t see the physical disabilities, they saw incredible potential and they spurred him on toward love and good deeds. And that’s what we are talking about today. Hebrews 10:24
Let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds.  Let us not give up meeting together as some as in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another and all the more as we see the day approaching.

This little phrase, ‘let us consider,’ is significant. It means to think deeply, to concentrate. This isn't something that just happens. This is something that requires great intentionality. If we are going to spur one another on toward love and good deeds, it has to be thoughtful and prayerful.
Isn’t it funny that a lot of people spend more time planning a two-week vacation than they do planning their life?  In the same sense, I think back to when I was coaching Parker’s basketball team when he was in that little pee-wee league. I would spend all this time and intentionality game-planning, game-planning practices, defense and offense, and then we just live our lives and expect it to happen by default or we want to have these wonderful happy, healthy relationships without any effort. And it doesn’t work that way! You are going to get out what you put in. So when it says ‘let us consider’ it is saying, ok, let’s game-plan this thing. How can we be the church? How can we spur on another one toward love and good deeds? So that’s what we are talking about this weekend.
When I was in graduate school, I was introduced to a fascinating matrix on human personalities called the Johari Window. Think of it as a four pane window, if you will, with four quadrants that in a sense reveal four dimensions of your identity, almost looking at yourself from four angles.  Here they are, number one is the arena quadrant. This is what you know about you and others know about you. This is your public persona. This is who you are when everybody is looking. The second quadrant is called the façade quadrant and it consists of those things that you know about you but others don’t know about you. This is that private persona. This is who you are when nobody is looking. I think it is in this quadrant that we dealt with last weekend when we talked about confess to one another, but it is not just these secret sins that kill us in isolation that we need to invite others into, I think it is also some of the deep disappointments that are difficult for us to talk about but we need to process or even some of those hidden dreams that if you verbalize it to someone, it might actually help that thing become reality. The third window is the blind spot quadrant. This consists of things that others know about you but you don’t know about you. This is the parsley on your front teeth. This is where you need someone to speak into your life and let you know what they see. These are the things you can’t see in yourself. This is where you need a couple of junior high prophets to tell you to go to Washington D.C.  This is where we need true friends who care enough to confront.  Finally, the last quadrant is the unknown quadrant. This one is fascinating to me and I think this is a unique quadrant. The unknown quadrant is what you don’t know about you and others don’t know about you, and this is where you need the Holy Spirit. This is where you need God to reveal to you those things that are invisible to everybody except the all-seeing eye.  This is where the Holy Spirit plays such a vital role and I think this is where you begin to see yourself through the eyes of God.
Just a little observation here, God knows you better than you know you. So if you want to get to know yourself, you’ve got to get to know God because He knows things about you. He has plans and purposes. There are gifts you have not discovered yet. Do you believe that? I don’t care how old you are, you can’t tell me that there is not fruit of the Spirit and gifts of the Spirit that God doesn’t want to exercise in your life that you’ve never experienced before. This is where we need the Holy Spirit to help us. So I think what I’m trying to say, if you ignore God, it is like ignoring yourself. In fact, self-discovery is not finding yourself, it is finding God and then God will reveal to you who He has created you to be. 

Let me go back to this third quadrant because that’s where this verse of Scripture is so critical.  It is in these one another verses that we need people to speak into the blind spots in our lives.  It says spur one another on toward love and good deeds. The  word ‘spur’ you don’t have to be in a rodeo to know that it is a little device on the back of a heel and you do this and it gives you a little get up and go. It is like the gas pedal in a car. In a sense, the most literal translation of this verse is interesting, it is like we need to kick each other in the backside every once in a while! When it comes to love and good deeds, every once in a while you need a pat on the shoulder but sometimes you need one of these deals! You need someone to come along and kick you on the backside of the lap to spur you on toward love and good deeds.

Now, just a few things before we get into the practical step of how to put this into practice. I think it is good to understand the Word of God. The word ‘spur’ has a couple of various meanings. One, it means to sharpen. That makes me think of Proverbs 27:17, as iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another. That is the idea. We need to sharpen each other and spur each other on. It means to provoke. In other words, you don’t let someone maintain the status quo, this is tough love, this is caring enough to confront. Then finally it means to irritate. I want to be real careful right here because we’ve got some folks who are married and there is a fine line between nagging and spurring! This is not the license to nag!  I think the litmus test here is in whose best interest is this in? I think sometimes nagging is just trying to get someone to conform to who you want them to be and it is more selfish in nature. But genuine spurring toward love and good deeds sees that potential in that person and you want what is best for them and you want them to become their best self, the God-given potential that God has given to them. So sometimes we’ve got to irritate each other a little bit and that’s how we grow into the image of God.
Last weekend, I was speaking at a writer’s conference in San Diego and one of the other presenters was Paul Young, the author of The Shack. We had a wonderful conversation at dinner and he shared in his session about some of the lessons learned. It was fascinating. One of the things was that book, a lot of controversy surrounded it, I think in part because some people thought it was a theology textbook and not a work of fiction. So he talked about that in a very good natured way. One of the things he said, this is beside the point but it was interesting to me so I’ll share it with you. He said most of the controversy, when it got personal and people were attacking his family, then it was tough, but he said, ‘I had just written this book and I showed up to an event to speak and there were protesters outside and they were protesting me but they didn’t know who I was, so I went inside and got some bottles of water because it was hot and I gave it to them and they said, ‘Who are you?’ and he said, ‘I’m the guy you are protesting!’  And he had fun with that. He said the thing that kept him even keeled through the controversy was he said, ‘Right before I wrote the book, I had three jobs, one of them was as a janitor cleaning toilets and now I have protesters!’  Another thing he said that I’ve been thinking about all week because I think it is so profound and so true, write this down, he said, ‘It is easier to be right than it is to love.’  It is easier to be right than it is to love. I think this is where we often fall short as the church of Jesus Christ. We would rather be right than to love people. Why? Because it is easier to be right. Can I suggest that there is a world of difference between being right and being righteous?  Are we right? Absolutely! I believe that the Bible is the inspired Word of God. I believe that there is one Mediator between God and man, Jesus Christ. He is the sinless Son of God. Do I believe that we are right? Absolutely! But if you reduce the gospel to right and wrong, I think you miss the point. It is not just about being right, it is about being righteous. More specifically, it is about the righteousness of Christ. It is not the by-produce of being right but admitting that we are wrong. Are you with me? So what we do is we receive the righteousness of Christ and it sets us free. I think what I’m saying is let’s not take the easy way out. Let’s not settle for being right, let’s strive for righteousness. I think when it comes to churches, and this is just my opinion, but someone who has talked to a lot of pastors, I think churches that focus on being right end of being very legalistic and lifeless. But churches that celebrate the righteousness of Christ become life-giving places where when you breathe the air, you feel the grace and it allows you to grow into the person that God has created you to be. 
By the way, I think this is where a lot of marriages get into trouble. If you need to be right all the time, you are going to fight a lot. Lose some fights and it will be awesome! Trust me!  We are not just called to be right, we are called to spur one another on toward love and good deeds. That’s messy and that is complicate and that’s difficult and that is love. 
By the way, don’t leave today without picking up a copy of Heather’s book Community is Messy. It is all about what we are talking about and such a wonderful gift. I think we’ve got them at the Connection Table and it would be a wonderful read for you this week.
Ok, let’s get practical. We are going to talk about how to spur one another on.

Number one, it starts with sensitivity to the Holy Spirit. I think that is the difference between manipulation and revelation. We’ve got to take our cue from the Holy Spirit. I think that is where these one another verses start and finish.

This week, on Monday, I was with Josiah at the baseline group that is offered by our Kids’ Ministry and I’m so grateful for our kids’ ministry! It has been so great to go to a small group with my son and to be in that environment together and to learn together. So we were there Monday night and then afterwards, I’ll be honest, I was in a little bit of a hurry to get home because the Packers were playing Monday Night! We won’t talk about the end of the game, that’s a whole other sermon series! So I was in a hurry and when we crossed the street, Josiah said, ‘Dad, did you notice that man on the ground?’  I’ll be honest, I didn’t notice at all.  I looked back and sure enough, there was a guy just slumped on the sidewalk. This is embarrassing but I even wondered if I stepped over him to cross the street, and that’s when Josiah said, ‘Dad, I really feel like we need to help him.’  Whew!  The Packers game could wait. So we crossed back across the street and I leaned over and asked him if he was ok. We had a short little conversation and I told him that Josiah was concerned about him and that we wanted to make sure he was ok and asked if there was anything we could do for him. He said he was hungry so we made sure he got something to eat, then we walked back to the car and drove off. My 10-year-old son spurred me toward love and good deeds this week. You don’t need a seminary degree. You don’t need to have your Sunday best on. I just think it is a heart that is sensitive enough to the Holy Spirit that we see the opportunities that are all around us all the time to love each other and to spur each other on. I promise you that not a day goes by that there aren’t opportunities and what we need is the sensitivity to the Holy Spirit to see them and to seize them. I think, to me, it is about saying, ‘Holy Spirit, You have veto power in my life.  When You convict me, I’m going to respond and repent. And when You prompt me, I’m going to respond in faith and in obedience and I’m going to do what You tell me to do.’  

So, number one starts with sensitivity to the Holy Spirit.

Number two, don’t ignore red flags. Do not ignore red flags. A couple of weeks ago, we had 25 pastors in town for a gathering and at one of the breaks, I had an offline conversation with a friend of mine about a mutual acquaintance. I didn’t know but it came up in conversation that this pastor was no longer pastoring this church because he had had an affair and he had to step down from that position. Every time I hear something like that, it breaks my heart. I wasn’t looking for any kind of gossip but this guy was on the board of the church. I asked how this happens? He said, ‘I wish I hadn’t ignored the red flags.’  He said he saw some things and he wished he had had the courage to speak into his life and maybe before he made a huge mistake and hurt so many people and all the fall-out that has happened.  That’s a dramatic example but how many of us have friends and there are some red flags going up and we need the courage to speak into their lives. 
We have a saying on our staff, don’t internalize, verbalize. In other words, let’s not have an issue with each other and internalize it so it gets worse. No, if you have something to say, say it. Verbalize it! Let’s talk this out and work this out. Here’s what I have learned, tough decisions usually get tougher. And in the very same vein, tough conversations usually get tougher. Sometimes you’ve got to be willing to hurt people if you want to help them. I’m not talking about careless words spoken out of anger, I’m talking about prayerful words spoken out of gentleness because you genuinely love someone. Proverbs 27:6 says this: Wounds from a friend can be trusted but an enemy multiples kisses.  In other words, it might not be the people who are kissing up to you who are your friends, they might even be your enemies. But it is someone who is willing to wound you. I’m not talking about someone throwing stones at you. Let me be specific, you break a bone and it doesn’t set or heal the right way. This might seem like cruel and unusual punishment but what does the doctor do? He will re-break the bone right where it is broken and wound you, and if you didn’t know why he was doing it, you would think he was crazy, but it is because it would heal the wrong way. So a wound has to be incurred so that it can set correctly and heal in the right way. I think that’s what I’m talking about. It is wounding someone where they need to be wounded. 
Let me give you an example. It was probably 10 years ago, we had a summer intern kid. He was probably 19 or 20 years old, but a Bible college and we had a team meeting and in that meeting, we had a conversation and we were talking about some other churches and our church and I said some things in a way that afterwards, this kid took me aside and said, ‘Pastor Mark, I feel like there is pride in your life.’  Well, here’s my first reaction to that. I don’t know if there’s pride but there was anger! We tend to get defensive when someone wounds our fragile ego, but this kid was dead on. He was so right. I look back on that as really a defining moment for me, a moment where I’m so much more cautious and so much more aware of how I’m speaking. Am I honoring other people in a way that lifts them up and doesn’t tear them down?  Does that mean that all pride has been extracted from my heart? Yes! Ha ha! No!! Had you there a moment! So far from it! But I look back and here was someone that was willing to wound me. It hurt! But wounds from a friend can be trusted.
Number three, walk the talk. One of my prayers is that I would live it better than I preach it. I think at the end of the day, I want those who know me best to respect me most. If that isn’t the case, I did something wrong. Do I always live it better than I preach it? I don’t think so. But what I’m saying is, you don’t spur people on just with your words. You do it with your life. 

This weekend, we had a changing of the guard at own Kingstowne location. Josh and his wife Erica and their two precious daughters are stepping in as campus pastors. I’ve know Joshua for a long time and I’m so excited about doing ministry with him. But in the same breath, it is really tough to say goodbye to Pastor Chris Jarrell and his wife. An opportunity opened up for them to pastor a church in the great state of Wisconsin and they are going and we bless them. But here’s something I’m going to miss about Chris. We call Pastor Chris our weeping prophet, not just because he cries more than anybody on staff, no, he cries more than the rest of the staff combined! We will be in a team meeting sharing wins and anytime it has anything to do with someone experiencing the grace of God, the dude can’t not cry. And I love that about him because he is someone who has experienced the grace of God. He is a big guy. You don’t want to meet him in a dark alley if he is mad but he has such a soft heart and there is something about him, he spurs me on. His life spurs me on toward love and good deeds. 

Pastor Joel, I know very few people who have a leadership gift like his that is exercised with such authenticity and authority in combination. A get-it-done, a visionary, the ability to go after dreams, but what is unique about Pastor Joel, and I’ve seen this in very few people, maybe his dad, my father-in-law, that leadership gift is packaged in this servanthood spirit that says, ‘Can I wash your feet?’  He will be the last person cleaning up and the first person on the mission trip getting things ready. There is just this servanthood spirit that spurs me on toward love and good deeds. 

I was sitting here worshipping this morning and we are so blessed with so many different worship bands and worship leaders, but Chris often leads worship here and when he gets going, it spurs me on! When he starts doing this, I start doing this! And that goes for the rest of the team. I get my air guitar going and my air pedal and it spurs me on because it is not just music. This is someone who is obviously drawn to the heart of God and it draws me into it. It spurs me toward love and good deeds.

The next couple of weeks, we are so privileged to have Dick Foth come and share with us and one of the things I appreciate about Dick, he has been a mentor to me for 15 years, is that, how do I say this, with Kevin Bacon it is six degrees of separation, with Dick Foth, it is one degree of separation. He knows everybody and knows everything about everybody!  He knows things about you that you don’t even know! I’m not calling him the Holy Spirit but his ability to remember details from a conversation that he had with you 17 years ago is mind-boggling but here’s what it comes out of, this is what I’ve assessed, I’ve never met anybody who is more genuinely interested in you as someone who was created in the image of God, who has a unique story, who is a unique recipient of God’s grace and he wants to know everything about you, and that spurs me on to take a genuine interest in people. I could go on and on but I think what I’m trying to say is, let’s walk the talk! Let’s spur each other one with our lives. Let’s live our lives in a way that those gifts that God has given to us impact one another.
Let me close with one last thought. At the very end, it says, let us not give up meeting together. I know what you are thinking, that’s every pastor’s favorite verse. Go to church! And that’s true! But it is this idea, I’ve met people and with all due respect, I’ve met people who have said, ‘I don’t think I need church.’  But then you are completely missing the point because the church needs you.  And that reflects a consumer mentality that is fine in a capitalist economy, but not in church, because it is not about what you can get out of it. I hope you get something out of it. In fact, one of the driving passions of my life, this goes all the way back to seminary before I started pastoring, I remember saying, ‘God, let me pastor a church where, when people miss church, they actually miss church.’  It is not about what we can get out of it, it is about what we bring to the table. God’s ultimate goal for your life is not to come and sit in church service for 75 minutes. But I think it is an important part of the process. I think because we live in such an individualistic society, we think we can fly solo, but we can’t. Isn’t that what the heart of this series is about? You will never get where God wants you to go by yourself. It is not an individual sport, church is a team sport.

And we have the privilege of being a part of it. Let’s pray.

Father, thank You this morning for your Word. Let it take root and bear fruit in our hearts today. God, I pray that You would help us cultivate a sensitivity to your Holy Spirit. God I pray that we wouldn’t ignore those red flags, that we would genuinely speak into one another’s lives. God, I pray that we would walk the talk. Lord I pray that this would be a church where we spur one another on, where we aren’t just satisfied with going through the motions. It is not just about checking off a to-do list or putting in a time card, it is about being conformed to your image and about becoming more and more like You. It is about being a part of the church. It is the vehicle for the preaching of the good news of the gospel, for the taking back of enemy territory and for the advancing of your kingdom. And we pray that your kingdom would come and your will would be done and we thank You for the privilege of being part of it, in Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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