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 Welcome to National Community Church! I’ve got a couple of major announcements to make this weekend, at the end of the message.
Romans 12:1

Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship. 2 Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.

The word ‘perfect’ is an interesting one, it means fully equipped to accomplish an assigned task.  That actually refers to a broken bone that has been healed and restored to usefulness. In the Greek language, it can refer to fishing nets that have been mended and repaired so that they can once again catch the fish. It can refer to rigging for sailing.

How do we discern the good, pleasing and perfect will of God so that we are equipped to do what God has called us to do? It starts with renewing our minds. That’s the sequence in this passage. When we download Scripture, so to speak, we upgrade our operating system, the way our mind works. I won’t get into details but you know I love neurology and the truth is, when you are reading Scripture, memorizing it, studying it, it is being engraved and neuron connections are being re-wired in your brain so that ultimately it approximates the mind of Christ because He is the Word of God.  We talked a lot about that last weekend, about how to study the Bible. I want to take the next step this weekend and talk about how to discern the will of God.
Let’s be honest, sometimes I just want to say, ‘Would you give me a coin?’ Then I would flip it, heads or tails, because I have no idea! It feels like that doesn’t it? Sometimes I want to go back to the Bible days where they cast lots because that might be easier! Let’s just roll some dice for it! But God has equipped us and enabled us to discern his will, so what I want to do is share five lessons that I have learned. If we had more time, I would share 10 or 12 but we will try to get five this weekend and I think it will give us a matrix to navigate some of the decisions or situations in your life. Are you ready?

Number one, the will of the God is the glory of God. Plain and simple. The will of God is the glory of God. There is no higher pursuit. There is nothing for which there is any greater cause. The will of God is the glory of God.

A few months ago, a friend of mine called and told me that a regular check-up had resulted in a blood test that caused some concerns and those blood tests revealed cancer. We’ve been praying for him and praying for spontaneous remission and I make no apologies for it. I’ve experienced too many healings not to ask God to do what He is capable of doing. That, by the way, is the medical term for a miracle. And we believe for it. He went back in for a test not long ago and the truth is, the follow-up test seems to be trending in the wrong direction. The numbers are going up instead of going down.  It is tough to know what to say in a situation like that. If you’ve been there, there is a tension you feel because part of you wants to, do I just hold out in faith and believe God or is there another alternative here? I was praying as I was talking to him asking God to help me know what to say. Those are the moments where the tendency is to express compassion but I felt like the Lord gave me a word to speak, so I said to my friend that I want to remind us that the goal is not healing, the goal is God’s glory, and if God would glorify Himself, then it would be my prayer that He would glorify Himself via healing, then so be it. But even if you are healed, that wasn’t the goal, the goal is God’s glory! Always! The will of God is the glory of God and He does it in so many different ways. Sometimes He heals us and sometimes He doesn’t. But God’s will is God’s glory.
Parents, let me talk to you for a moment. One of the lessons I've learned as my kids have gotten older is that I want to protect them. The protective instincts in me are so strong. You mess with my kids, you mess with me and you are going down! But I also know that sometimes our kids need to experience some pain and suffering. Sometimes they need to fall down so they figure out how to get back up. I’m not saying that we don’t pray a hedge of protection. When you live in the city or a dense population, you keep your kids out of traffic, but I don’t know of anything that has more of a sanctifying effect in my life than some pain and suffering. I’m not saying that God causes it, but He can redeem it and He can use it for his purposes. So we have to be careful as parents that we don’t get in the way of what God wants to do. Sometimes we intervene and because we hold our kids hands, our kids never learn to hold the hand of God. And this takes discernment, but you can’t pray away every problem. It might be that pain and suffering is going to cultivate the character in their life that will help them fulfill the will of God that He has planned for them 10 or 20 or 40 years from now.  

I think sometimes we operate as if the will of God is an insurance plan. But it is not an insurance plan, it is a daring plan, a dangerous plan. Read Hebrews 11. The first half is awesome and talks about people who have conquered kingdoms, gained what was promised, shut the mouths of lions, quenched the fury of the flames, escaped the edge of the sword. Then it says there were others. There were others who were tortured, refusing to be released so that they might gain an even better resurrection. Some faced jeers and flogging and even chains and imprisonment. They were put to death by stoning. They were sawed in two. They were killed by the sword. They went about in sheepskins and goatskins, destitute, persecuted and mistreated. The world was not worthy of them. They wandered in deserts and mountains, living in caves and in holes in the ground. These were all commended for their faith, yet none of them received what was promised, since God has planned something better for us so that only together with us would they be made perfect. And there is that word again. 

Now, did only half of them function in the will of God? The ones who conquered kingdoms? Or were all of them in the will of God? Including the ones who were martyred? Including 11 out of 12 apostles who were martyred for their faith? The will of God is not safe. The will of God is dangerous. They died doing the will of God. And we will talk more about this but what I’m trying to say is the will of God might get you killed. But God will get the glory through it if you honor Him and you will get an eternal reward, and isn’t that what we are after?  

Please hear what I’m about to say. This will save so much confusion and heart ache. If you think in temporal terms about the will of God, it will never make sense, ever, never. If you think in temporal terms, it will never make sense. And if you think the will of God is to make you comfortable, it will make even less sense. No, the will of God is the glory of God. The West Minster Shorter Catechism comes right out and says it. The chief end of man is to glorify God and enjoy Him forever. If you lose sight of the glory of God, you will lose sight of the will of God. And if you can come to terms with that, you can come to terms with a lot of the pain and suffering that you experience in your life.  

All things work together for good to them who love God and are called according to his purpose.

So, number one, the will of God is the glory of God.

Number two, the will of God is whatever. I like redeeming this word because I don’t always love it when it comes out of the mouths of my children! But I love Colossians 3:23: Whatever you do, whatever, underline it, circle it, whatever you do, work heartily as unto the Lord not unto men. So the will of God is whatever. Whatever you do, you need to do it for God’s glory. We live for an audience of one. We live for the applause of nail-scarred hands.
Let me drill down on this a little bit. I Thessalonians 5:16 says be joyful always, pray continually, give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus.  So let me share two things. Number one, you already know the will of God. You already know it. To be joyful always, pray continually and give thanks in all circumstances. Secondly, I think that the will of God is two-thirds attitudinal and one-third circumstantial. But two-thirds of our focus is on the circumstantial piece and I get that. Theologians will often divide the will of God into three categories, the sovereign will of God, the moral will of God and then the individual will of God. The sovereign will of God is universe. It is this is it. The moral will of God would maybe be the Ten Commandments as an example. It is the will of God as it relates to right and wrong. Then that individual will of God is the fact that there never has been and never will be anyone like you. And that is not a testament to you, it is a testament to the God who created you.  The significance of that is this, no one can worship God like you or for you, no one. No one can take your place. There is no substitute. There is no one on the bench who can come in and sing for you or serve for you or lead for you or do what God has ordained you to do. So I get the circumstantial piece, but two-thirds of it is attitudinal.  I think that is where the battle is won or lost. I think that the dream is not the dream. You know I like to dream and I like going after dreams, but the dream is not the dream. No, God’s dream for you is who you become in the process of pursuing the dream. That is the dream. It has less to do with what or whatever than who and whoever. Who are you becoming in the process? That is where we want to get there and God is like, we’ll get there eventually but I’m not as concerned about that as who you are going to be when you get there. Are you going to be ready to do what I’ve called you to do? I don’t know what I want to do when I grow up! I’m not there yet! I don’t know what God has planned for me 20 years from now but I know He is doing things in my life right now that are preparing me. And as a parent, that is my perspective on my children, and as the pastor of this church, that’s my perspective. I don’t know what God is going to do. I know He is going to do things that are immeasurably beyond what we could ask or imagine, but we’ve got to prepare ourselves for that. The will of God is whatever.
Number three, the will of God is a waltz between the Word of God and the Spirit of God. This is where we get into the ‘we’ but here we go. There are some things that you don’t need to pray about. You don’t need to pray about helping the poor. God has already spoken on that subject. Now, you need discernment to know when and where and how. I get that. You don’t need to pray about being faithful to your spouse or tithing or loving your neighbor or praying for those who persecute you or turning the other cheek. God has already spoken on those subjects. I think one of the mistakes we make is we ask God to reveal what He has already revealed.  But the reason we keep asking is because He is not telling us what we want to hear, right? We are like kids, we think we can keep asking until He tells us what we want to hear. But God has already spoken of so many of these subjects in the Word of God. If you want to discover the will of God, you will find it in the Word of God.
We talked about it last weekend, if you weren’t here, you can check out the podcast. God will never lead you to do something that is outside the guardrails of his good, pleasing and perfect will as revealed in Scripture. But let me offer just a little warning. You can’t judge the will of God based on the confluence of circumstances! That will get you in trouble. And you can’t judge the will of God on emotion! The litmus test is the Word of God. It is a dance between the Word of God and the Spirit of God. The Spirit won’t contradict the Word of God because He inspired it. He wrote it! I know there were some human writers but He is the author, so the Word and the Spirit never contradict. But you have to learn to listen to the still, small voice of the Holy Spirit.

Now let me ask you, how do you hear a still, small voice, also known as a whisper? You’ve got to get really close to the person who is whispering! You might even need to put your ear to their mouth and that’s why God speaks in a still, small voice. We think the goal is to hear what God is saying, but God just wants to be really close to you. He wants to get close to you and then you will hear what He has to say.
According to cognitive neuroscientists, our brains have different ways of processing information. Probably and oversimplification but top down and bottom up. Top down processing involves the prefrontal cortex, the most evolved part of our brain and it is the logical thing to do. It is the part of us that needs a reason because we are reasonable creatures. And I’m going to tell you, I think you need to get God to counsel. I think common sense is way underrated! Can I get an amen? So let’s use the top down processing, but so many people, that is the only mechanism whereby they make decisions. But there is also bottom up processing. I don’t know that the neurologists who did the study intended me to interpret it this way, but I’m going to do it anyway! This probably has more to do with the olfactory nerve, a scent getting to your amygdala and overriding the top down real quick, but this is a woman’s intuition. This is a guy’s gut instinct. This is the holy hunch. This is that sixth sense that God has given to us. I think this is the prompting of the Holy Spirit. This is the still, small voice.  I believe in both/and, but I give the Holy Spirit veto power!  In other words, I want the Holy Spirit to have the last word. And there are two ways that has happened in my life. One is through a check in my spirit and the other is through a prompting in my spirit.

Let me talk about those two things for just a moment. This is where we go from science to art. This is where it takes a long time in relationship with someone. Lora and I have been married 21 years and I understand her tone. And she gets when I make that little facial expression. You begin to read each other and that’s why it is relational. But I look back on my life and if we were going to map it, it is unbelievable how many moments trace back to a whisper. There were defining moments. As I share these, I don’t think you need to live in fear, and if you have made a bad decision, there is this thing in the Bible called grace. It is a second chance where God brings opportunities back around so let’s not live in fear, let’s live by faith. But here’s the bottom line, some of these moments have been pivotal in my life. I think back to when I was 18 years old, I was on my way to a college to meet with a basketball coach to tell him I was coming, and there was a check in my spirit as my dad and I drove down, I was like, ‘Dad, I don’t think I’m supposed to go,’ and I didn’t. I ended up at the University of Chicago and I think about how that one little defining moment was really a totally different trajectory for a number of different reasons. Then I got to UC and when I was 19 on a prayer walk, and you’ve heard this story so I’m not going to tell the whole thing but in a cow pasture I heard that still, small voice and I knew God was calling me into ministry. I had none of the particulars. I didn’t know how or when or where any of that would happen, but I transferred from the University of Chicago to Central Bible College and I remember when I was getting ready to graduate, one of my heroes in ministry, probably my favorite or second favorite preacher, offered me a job. And it was the craziest thing, it was a dream job, but there was a check in my spirit as I prayed in that balcony and walked back and forth. That’s what I did in my senior year during my lunch hour, tried to hear his voice and the Lord wouldn’t let me go. A couple of months later, this pastor had to step out of ministry because of a moral failure. I’m not saying that I couldn’t have survived that, but I think the Lord protected me from that. It wasn’t part of his plan or purpose. It was just a little check in my spirit. 

Then I start thinking about some of the promptings, the prompting to move here to Washington D.C.  It was crazy and I’ll share a little bit more about that in a moment. I remember in 1996 when the D.C. public school was closing where we met, I asked God where we were supposed to go. We knocked on every door on Capitol Hill and nothing opened. Then one day, I was walking down in Union Station and I had a holy hunch, just a little prompting, and I went down into the food court and walked into the movie theater and asked the manager if he would ever consider letting us rent the theater when they weren’t using it on Sunday mornings. That was a crazy idea however many years ago that was, but that little prompting set us on a path and for 13 years, we loved that season of life and ministry at Union Station.
In 1997, I was walking by a crack house on Capitol Hill and this little whisper, sometimes the Holy Spirit has a crazy voice that says crazy stuff!  I felt like the Spirit said this crack house would make a great coffee house. We had no people and no money, so I started circling it in prayer and it is now Ebenezers Coffee House. I sometimes like to tell people that coffee house was once just a little whisper and now it is a jolt of caffeine. I could tell you story after story after story, but I think this is huge, learning to discern the check of the Spirit and the prompting of the Spirit. It is not easy to discern but here is my rule of thumb. I love the story where Peter walks on water and here is my take away – if you are going to get out of the boat in the middle of the Sea of Galilee in the middle of the night, you better make sure that Jesus said come! And if Jesus says come, you better not stay in the boat, you better get out of the boat and step into what God has called you to.
Number four, the will of God is rarely revealed when you are sitting still.  Mark’s gospel, 16:20

Then the disciples went out and preached everywhere, and the Lord worked with them and confirmed his word by the signs that accompanied it.

Action verbs everywhere! Write it down, I believe that nine times out of ten that you’ve got to step out in faith and then signs will follow. But we want sign to proceed don’t we? Then we won’t have to exercise any faith at all. But if you don’t take the first step, God is not going to reveal the second step. You’ve got to be obedient to the revelation that God has given you. 
Let me give you an example, in 2003 when we were preparing to launch our second location, God had given us this vision to become a multi-site church, we were venturing into uncharted territory and we did an all-day prayer and planning meeting and we concluded that we felt like the movie theaters at Ballston Common Mall were the place God was leading us to launch that second location. And I remember specially we closed that day of prayer asking God for a sign, Gideon style, like throwing down a fleece and saying, ‘God, we are stepping out in faith and knocking on that door and believing and going for it, but we probably need some kind of sign to discern that this is it.’  Well, we had been negotiating with Regal Cinemas for three months but it kept hitting a wall. They only wanted to give us early morning access and additional time was cost prohibitive, so after months of getting nowhere in negotiations, but the day after we put this fleece before the Lord, Regal changed its entire corporate pricing structure. Stick with me. It is safe to say that in the world of leasing, if you want more time, you pay more money. What happened was we got more time for less money. We took that as a sign! It was incredible! Next month, we will celebrate 10 years at Ballston Common Mall! Signs follow!  You have got to step out in faith.
We have an MO here at NCC. We flip ready set go, our MO is go set ready! I’ll talk more about that but I Samuel 14:6 has become somewhat of a mantra in my life personally and in the life of our church. It is one of my favorite stories, I’m not going to preach it this weekend but it is the story of Jonathan climbing a cliff while his dad, Saul, sat under the pomegranate trees at Migron.  Can I make an observation? You cannot be the hands and feet of Jesus is you are sitting on your butt! The will of God is not revealed when you are sitting still. Saul should have done something about it. He was maintaining the status quo but Jonathan climbed that cliff and won the victory. But one sentence reveals his gestalt: Perhaps the Lord will act on our behalf. That is what motivated him. He walking to his armor bearer, Perhaps the Lord will act on our behalf. Now the reason why most of us don’t make much noise for the kingdom for God is because we have the opposite MO, perhaps the Lord won’t act on our behalf. So we function out of fear instead of out of faith.

Two observations, one, you will never be ready to do the will of God. You will never be ready. I wasn’t ready to get married, wasn’t ready to have kids, certainly wasn’t ready to pastor a church, wasn’t ready to write a book. I've never been ready for anything God has called me to. You will never be ready. I just don’t think that is the litmus test. What we need to discern is when God gives us a green light, we go. It is the prompting of the Spirit and we step out in faith. I would rather stub my toe than just sit and do nothing. You’ve got to live by faith.

So, you will never be ready, and finally, let’s talk about number five. The will of God is hard work. The will of God is hard work. This is where I want us to land the plane with weekend. I think many of make the mistake of thinking that the will of God should get easier and easier. In one sense, as God sanctifies us and our sinful desires die and the desire, the holy desire to do what is right grows within us, it ought to be easier to choose right over wrong! So in one sense, the moral will of God should get easier, I hope! The will of God doesn’t get easier.
I was watching a rerun of the Teen Choice Awards because I kept hearing about this Ashton Kutcher speech that he gave. Did you hear that? I love his speech. I love one little thing he said, it was like he silly slapped the audience, he said, “Opportunity looks a lot like hard work.”  So you look at someone like that and you think that whatever success they have achieve must have been easy to get there, but the truth is, for most of the people you want to be like, you would not want to travel the road they took to get there! The will of God is hard work. You will never be ready to do it. 

Then, secondly, the will of God gets harder, not easier. Do you remember the parable of the talents? One guy buried his talent and then gives Jesus exactly what He gave to him and then Jesus called him wicked, which is crazy because I’m thinking he broke even and depending on the economy, that might not be all bad. But then the guy who had 10 talents and then got 10 more and Jesus rewarded him. Do you remember what the reward was? Take some time off? Extra vacation? Early retirement? No, the reward for good work was more work? Good job! You get to do more! That’s the deal. And they are harder jobs!
Here’s part of what I am getting at, as a church, we are not going to take the path of least resistance. That is not what God has called us to. It is so much harder pulling off a weekend at National Community Church now then it was 17 years ago, but I promise you this, it will get harder! Six locations! Wait until we have eight or ten or twelve! It is not going to get easier, it is going to get harder.
On that note, let me share a couple of announcements with you. 10 years ago we were one church with one location, the movie theaters at Union Station. We had an incredible run there. I don’t look back a lot because I am looking forward but I had lunch there this week and I had flashbacks. And I happened to be going through some of my files this week and I found the original lease that we signed way back when. Here’s a picture of it on the screen. It was typed with a typewriter! Do you know what one of those is? But when I found that, something in my spirit said thank you Jesus. I look back on that moment on that original lease and Union Station is a critical part of the history of this city and of our church. I’ll be grateful for it forever.

Let me invite our ushers to come. We’ve got some cards I want to put in your hands and I’m going to announce a couple of things. Five years ago, I was out visiting our in-laws who live in Gainesville, Virginia. It is a booming bedroom community, houses and retail stores being built out there out of control. It is about an hour outside the city and as I was driving to their house, I noticed that there was a coming soon sign on a huge plot of farm land and it said that they were going to build a mall and that there would be a movie theater. I don’t remember if I called right then but I immediately knocked on a couple of doors and ultimately called the Regal Corporate office and I said, ‘I don’t know what kind of theater is going to be there but if it is a Regal, can you put us on a list? I want to be first on the list so that we have the first right of refusal when that theater opens.’  The truth is, nothing happened. Then the recession hit and it wasn’t until about a year ago that there was some activity. Long story short, in November a movie theater will be opening in Gainesville, Virginia and we’ve had a lease on it for five years! Before it existed, I had a hunch and we went for it. It is by far the farthest away that we’ve launched, well, except for Berlin! That’s a little bit farther but we will launch our seventh location in Gainesville, Virginia in December of this year or January of next year!  We will have a launch meeting September 15th at our Ballston Campus for those who are interested. I’ll talk about the card in just a moment, but let me just say this, I need to check my pulse, it is quickening, this is the game God has called us to. We don’t play defense. We aren’t called to hold the fort, we are called to take back enemy territory and the way we do that is we launch new locations. Is it easy? No! It is the hard thing to do but we are going to serve as many communities as God calls us into. I can’t wait to see what God is going to do. 
This year we will take 25 mission trips, but 13 years ago, we didn’t have enough people to go on one trip.  Our first mission trip, we could only form half of a mission team and then we tag teamed with a church in Chicago that happened to be pastored by my brother-in-law, Rob Schmidgall. Rob pastored that church for six years before moving here to D.C. and for the past decade, he and his family have been a part of this church and serves in leadership at our Ballston Campus. Rob, Nicole, Noah and Sam also live a few blocks from that theater in Gainesville.  All that to say this, Rob will serve as our campus pastor at our Gainesville location! Can I ask you to pray for him, to pray for his family? It is a huge step of faith but God is going to bless it and anoint it. Rob will lead that meeting on September 15th and you will have an opportunity to meet him and talk with him.

Psalm 2:8 is what is in my spirit this week: Ask of Me and I will give the nations

We have a hard time asking God for cities and God says why are you asking for cities when I said I will give you nations.  We are going to surround this city! I want us to make the kind of difference in this city that is felt one hundred years from now. You need to hear my heartbeat. I’ve already reached out to pastors in that area who are friends of mine. If a church is preaching the gospel, we are on the same team. I thank God for the churches that have come before us and for the churches that will come after us. It is not about the name of the church over the door. If God calls us, we are going to go and we are going to see Him do incredible things.

Second announcement, three and a half years ago, we held our first Altar Celebration at the Lincoln Theater. Honestly, we fell in love with it! It is one of the most historical and one of the most beautiful theaters and right next to it is Ben’s Chili Bowl! C’mon! We knocked on that door and it didn’t open. It wasn’t available and it was cost prohibitive. So we gave up on it. Then at the beginning of this year, someone, another management group that manages the 9:30 Club took management of that facility to turn it around and we knocked on the door, and after months of negotiations and a lot of prayer and fasting, God has given us unbelievable freedom. Now, it is bittersweet because we love, we have so many memories over the last three years, Easter 2010, launching at the Gala Theater nine blocks from the Lincoln Theater. God has done incredible things and we are going to have something to look back on that we will thank God for forever, like we have with Union Station. But we are also going to look forward to the next chapter. And the next chapter is going to be written at the Lincoln Theater! We will launch services there in October! I guess what I would say is this – I think God is moving! And we are going to move with Him! We want to keep in step with the Spirit of God. If you are like me, you probably have more questions than answers right now, especially if you go to some locations that are directly affected by this. Let me say this, I profoundly respect and appreciate all of our campus pastors and that includes Pastor Dave who leads our Gala location and who will lead the Lincoln location. God has anointed him and you have no idea how many times he has circled that crazy theater in prayer.
We want to give you the opportunity to do two things then we are done. One is to serve and the other is to invest. On that card, if you are interested in being part of the launch team for either one of those locations, we want you to check the box and let us know. I’m going to ask you to do every time we have launched a location, pray about it. Here’s what’s going to happen. Some of you, God is going to tap you on the shoulder and ask you to step out in faith and be part of that launch and you need to obediently respond to that. Also, some of you, the Holy Spirit will tell you to stay right where you are but redouble your investment in that location. That is what it is going to take for us to pull this off. Some of you will be part of that launch team. The clock is ticking as we begin to pray about these launches. I want to encourage you to seek the Lord and ask Him if He would have you be a part of the Lincoln or Gainesville launch.

Secondly, we want to give you the opportunity to invest. Here’s what I’m praying for, I’m praying that over the next couple of weeks, as you pray about it and the Lord leads, that we would be able to raise $200,000 so that we can do this debt free and remain debt free as a church. It took a bunch of miracles for us to get to the place, with the growth we’ve experienced over the last couple of years, and then to be debt free. We want to stay there! That means as God moves us, He is going to tug our hearts. I promise you Lora and I will lead the way. I’m so excited and I love making these kinds of investments because I know they will translate in souls.

Ok, take a deep breath, let it out, let’s pray.

Lord, we love You and thank You! It is so exciting to be part of a church that your Spirit is moving and leading. God we know You prepared good works in advance in Gainesville and U Street and God we step into what You have called us to. Lord we pray and we pursue the will of God, that it would do what the will of God is all about, that it would bring glory to God. I pray that everywhere we go, we would bring a blessing. Lord I pray that right now, You would begin to speak to us individually to how we can serve and how we can invest. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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