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In the beginning, God.  He references Himself 32 times in the opening chapter of Genesis as if to declare once and for all that this is his story and it is about Him, Author and Protagonist. And in the beginning, God created. And at the sound of his voice, galaxies were hurled into existence, light beamed from heaven and waters covered the earth, mountains grew high and valleys dug deep and birds flew in the air, fish swam in the sea and insects crawled on the ground and dinosaurs thundered across the land and God declared that it was good. And then surrounded by four rivers, He planted a garden and in the garden, He placed the man and the woman, specifically designed to reflect his character, given a mandate and a mission to steward his creation and to have relationship with Him. Community was perfect. Community was one another. Community with God, life was as it was intended to be. And God gave them food to eat. He caused trees to rise up from the ground, trees that were beautiful and had food that was delicious to eat. And in the middle of the garden, He planted two trees, the Tree of Life and the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.  The objective, the Tree of Life, life eternal with perfect community. And then the obstacle, the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.  

In every great story, every character is required to make a choice. Sometimes even the best characters with the most noble intentions confuse the object and the obstacle. And the villain, the thief of the souls of men, crawled into the garden in the form of a serpent and placed a seed of doubt in Eve’s mind. ‘Did God really say?’  Causing Eve to fear that perhaps God had withheld something good from her. Embracing the wrong tree, the man and the woman reached for the very thing that caused them to forfeit the life that God had created them for. In an act of great grace, God banished them from the garden, for at that time, if they were to have eaten from the Tree of Life, they would have been doomed to live in isolation and brokenness for eternity. So the garden would be removed and the tree would be hidden, but not without a glimpse of redemption, because God said that one day, the offspring of the woman would crush the head of the serpent. Distant glimpses of the Messiah.
The story wasn’t over. It had just begun. But people began to search for stories of their own making but God continued to write his story. And He went to a man by the name of Abraham and said, ‘I will make you a great nation and through you all the nations of the world will be blessed.’ God was looking for a people through whom He could reveal his character and carry out his mission on earth and thus the age of the patriarchs began. From Abraham to Isaac to Jacob, from all night wrestling matches with God to the provision of rams caught in the thicket, God proved that He was faithful and He was sovereign and He had chosen a people through which to accomplish his purposes.

400 years later, the people of God found themselves enslaved in a foreign land, so God raised up another named Moses to deliver the people to the land that they were promised. Exodus, Leviticus and Numbers were given to the people to give them a path to connect with their God and their Creator but the people longed for the story of Egypt. So they were left to wander in the wilderness. 40 years later, Moses wrote a new book, the book of Deuteronomy, basically a retelling of those other books but it was to a new generation, a new generation that did not remember the story of Egypt. Standing on the brink of the new land, Moses wanted to remind them of who they were, whose they were, where they were going, why they were going there and how they were to live once they were there.

And under the leadership of Joshua, the people of God stepped into the Promised Land and the era of the judges began. Righteous men and women appointed by God to lead and to serve the people. But we read in the book of Judges, another generation grew up that did not know the Lord nor remember the mighty things He had done for Israel. They forgot their story and for years they oscillated between faithfulness and forgetfulness. And then they began to look around at the nations around them and longed for those stories and they demanded that God give them a king. And in Saul, we see the weakness of a king. And in David, we see the redemption of a king. And in Solomon, we see the folly of a king who takes his eyes off of the giver of wisdom. And at the end of Solomon’s reign, the kingdom of God split into two. And for 200 years, the people of God lived as two nations side by side, sometimes at war, sometimes at peace, and the prophets thundered warnings, ‘Return to God and He will show mercy on you!’  But eventually the Assyrian Empire came and conquered the northern kingdom. The Babylonians conquered the southern kingdom and sent the people of God into captivity and exile in foreign lands. And the prophets wept

But through their tears, they pointed to the coming of a Messiah. After 70 years in exile and captivity, the people of God were allowed to go back to their homeland. All during that time, there were small groups of women and men through whom God was able to reveal his character and his purposes, men like Daniel and Shadrack and Meshack and Abednego, who defied kings and defended the faith and rewrote history. Women like Esther with courage and conviction to stand up and bring freedom to her people. Men like Ezra and Nehemiah who led people back to the homeplace of their people to rebuild the temple and rebuilt the wall around Jerusalem. 

But it was a little too little and too late. The people withheld sacrifices. They perverted worship. They forgot who they were and more importantly, they forgot whose they were.  The prophets were no more. The pen of the author stopped writing. It seemed as though God had stopped speaking. And for 400 years, the people of God waited in silence and darkness. It seemed as though the curtain had fallen on God’s activity in human history. 

Until one day, an angel shows up to a teen-age girl in Nazareth and says, ‘You are going to be the mother of God.’ And in a moment, God broken human history in half. Once again, the voice of God is heard, only this time, it is in the cry of an infant in a stone feeding trough for animals, God Himself came clothed in the skin of his own creation, subjected Himself to the care of his own creation with one goal, to win back those that the enemy had stolen so that at the name of Jesus, every knee would bow and every tongue would confess that He was Lord to the glory of God as Father. He grabs people to follow Him and He got these disciples around Him and with his eyes towards his Father and with his heart in his hand extended to people, He turned water into wine and He showed mercy to sexually promiscuous women. He called dead men to come walk out of graves. He showed honor to the scum of the earth. He calmed storms and He loved people. He told his followers, a new commandment I give to you to love one another. It is by your love that people will know if you are my disciples. He said I will build my church. And He prayed that his disciples would be one and that as they walked as one in unity that the world would believe his message. 

But the villain entered the story again into one of his own. By one of his own, He was betrayed into the hands of those who would mock Him and falsely accuse Him, who would strip Him and beat Him and place a crown of thorns on his head. They strapped a wooden beam across his back and forced Him to march up the Hill of the Skull where they put nails in his hands and in his feet. Looking down from the cross, He saw his mother and He saw his disciple John, and in a moment as He hung between heaven and earth in complete agony, between two thieves, He says, ‘Woman, this is your son,’ and ‘This is your mother.’ And we are told that from that moment, John took Mary and cared for her. From the cross, in a moment when Jesus could have arguably been concerned about nothing but Himself, his heart is breaking for the people that He loves. And with one final cry, It is finished, He died on the cross. Darkness covered the earth. The ground shook. Jesus was placed in a borrowed tomb and all hope seemed lost. 

But this time, the curtain didn’t fall.  This time the curtain was ripped in two. It was on the day after Sabbath, the stone was rolled away and Jesus stepped out of the grave victorious over sin and death crushing the head of the serpent. For the first time since the Garden of Eden, we had access to the presence of God and He told his disciples to take this story everywhere and to make disciples of all nations. The promise to Abraham was being fulfilled. And He told his disciples to go to Jerusalem and wait. And right before He ascended, He game them this one final thought, ‘I’m going to put my Spirit on you.’ So the disciples went to Jerusalem to wait and to pray.
Once upon a time, later, when the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. Suddenly a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were sitting. They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them. 

Now, they were staying in Jerusalem, God-fearing Jews from every nation under heaven. When they heard this sound, a crowd came together in bewilderment because each one heard their own language being spoken. Amazed and perplexed, they asked one another, what does this mean. Some, however, made fun of them and said they have had too much wine. Then Peter stood up with the 11, raised his voice and addressed the crowd, ‘Fellow Jews and all of you who live in Jerusalem, let me explain this to you, listen carefully to what I say. These people are not drunk as you suppose, but this is what was spoken by the prophet Joel. In the last days, God says I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy and were young men will see visions and your old men will dream dreams, even on my servants, both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days and they will prophesy.’ And thus began the church, the new community, the people of God, the bride of Christ, those who would reflect the character of God and fulfill his mission on earth. And they met in the temple and from house to house and they ate together and they prayed together and they loved together. And the gospel went from Jerusalem to Judea to Samaria. And in the moment that Peter stepped across the threshold of the house of the Roman soldier Cornelius, the gospel was no longer contained in the four walls of the temple or confined to the history and the culture of one people. The gospel had gone to the ends of the earth. 

This caused a few problems for the early church. It was growing. It was diversifying. So what did this mean? In Acts 15, the apostles came together for the Jerusalem council to figure out what to do with all of these people who were not Jewish people that wanted to follow Jesus. Did you have to become culturally Jewish in order to be a follower of Jesus, or did the message of Jesus transcend culture? What was this new church gathering supposed to look like? Was it supposed to look like the Jewish gatherings in the temple or the synagogue or could it look like the gatherings of the Greek marketplace? Perhaps there were ways of gathering as the people of God that looked very different from anything they had experienced before? So it seemed good to them and to the Holy Spirit that the message of Jesus was for everyone, transcending culture, whether Jew or Greek, man or woman, slave or free.

So the church grew. Paul traveled hundreds of miles throughout the empire establishing churches and preaching the gospel and making disciples. He wrote letters to the churches to remind them of who they were and who they were and what they were doing and why they were doing it and how to do it in a way that better reflected Christ and his character. He told a slave to go back to his master but told the master to accept the slave back as his brother and eventually the slave become the bishop of Smyrna.  Then he set up young men like Titus and Timothy to be pastors of emerging churches. Then John’s disciple would become the bishop of Ephesus. The church was being passed to the next generation and as the fledgling church grew, the empire began to take notice. In fact, one emperor lamented that the church was growing at such rapid rates because of the way they loved one another and served the poor. The way the church cared for others shamed the glory of Rome. 

But it was not without problems. Threats abounded and persecution grew. Those who refused to bow their knee to the empire were beaten, tortured, beheaded, crucified and thrown to wild animals. Martyrdom became synonymous with being a disciple of Jesus. 

There were threats from within the church as well. Before the last writings of the apostles had ended, they had warned to beware of those who would pervert the gospel or use the message of Jesus for their own worldly gain, and they were right. Heresy began to creep into the church. Heresy would threaten to cripple and divide the church so men like Jerome and others would guide a theological thought. They would come together and say this is the way that the people of God are to think and to act. They had to think about questions like what do we do with this Jesus. He was fully God and fully man so how do we fully understand that? What is the nature of the Trinity and God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit and how do they relate together? And how do we ensure that Gnosticism that unbiblically divides the sacred and the secular? How do we keep that from coming into our experience?
The things that would seek to divide the early church actually served to unify it. The New Testament was canonized. The creeds were codified and the beliefs of the people of God and persecution and heresy forged within the people of God are resolved to reflect the character of Christ and fulfill his mission on earth. 

In the 4th Century, a new chapter opened for the people of God as an emperor came to the throne who gave religious liberty to the church. All of a sudden, the people come out of hiding in house and into church buildings in the middle of cities and villages where they became the focal point, the center of social life and religious life, and unfortunately, political life. But creativity exploded in the church as stained glass told the stories of God to an illiterate people. And the custom and practice of the church began to mimic imperial custom. We see a new generation of a church seeking to reflect Jesus in a new culture and in a new reign.

There were five cities that emerged as the most influential in the church, Jerusalem, Alexandria, Rome, Constantinople and Antioch.  While initially united, they began to feel the separation of cultural differences. But a man by the name of St. Augustine would write in such a way that his theological thought would influence the church for over 1,000 years. After the fall of Rome, the church was left as the last vestige of social and political stability. So people began to look to them for leadership. Men like Pope Gregory the Great would call himself the servant of the servants of Christ. And he would leverage his influence to care for the poor, to ensure that the cities and the villages that he influenced were fed and clothed. But those who would come after him would slowly grow in their lust for power. And where Pope Gregory had stepped into the gap that was left by absent or corrupt governments, others would grasp onto power and the church would begin to lose her mission and lose her focus. But God remained faithful and God remained sovereign and continued to build his church. In the absence of persecution, discipleship became synonymous with a new word, discipline. The monastery replaced martyrdom as the highest expression of discipleship. And monks who embraced St. Paul’s command to guard the deposit trusted to you gave their lives to copying Scripture so that generations who came after them would have the story of God for themselves. 
St. Patrick would take the gospel to dangerous places, spreading mission around the world. The family of God was growing and diversified and there were lots of different kinds of churches because there were lots of different kinds of people, and while that should have been a strength, it turned into a little bit of a mess.
When the Pope in Rome and the patriarchs in Constantinople excommunicated one another, the family of God was fractured. A church that had been affected by geographical distance and cultural difference and language barriers, but God would continue to reveal his character through both. 

In the East, Jesus was celebrated as the One who had restored the image of God to creation and God was seen in all of his beauty and perfection. In the West, Jesus was celebrated as the one who paid the debt of our sin and his grace and forgiveness was on display. God continued to be faithful and sovereign but the church continued to drift. And with the perceived threat of new religions rising, we entered into one of the darkest moments of our history, the Crusades.  We forgot that we were called not to defend God’s character but to reflect it. And instead of loving people the way Jesus loved them, we killed in his name. We traded missionary zeal for military might. 

But lest we are too quick to judge our forefathers, it might be a good reminder that sometimes we have a tendency to baptize our consumer culture the same way they baptized their warrior culture. The Crusades serve as a reminder that we are all a little hypocritical. But God was sovereign and God was faithful and God continued to build his church. From the ashes of holy war, emerged men like Frances who traded his armor for the robe of peasants to take the good news of Jesus to new places. John Wycliffe gave him life so that people could read the Scriptures in their own language. The baton of Reformation was passed to men like John Calvin and Martin Luther, and the printing press unchained the story of God so that everyone could have the Bible in their own hands. New expressions of faith emerged as new denominations showed us different aspects of God’s character. The Lutherans reminded us that justification was by faith alone. The Presbyterians reminded us that God is sovereign. The Puritans showed us that a relationship with God could be personal. The fires of Revivalism blazed across the plains of the New World. It is men like George Whitfield and Charles Finney and Jonathan Edwards who took the preaching of the gospel outside the walls of the church building and threw it into the open air, the highways, the tents and the barns. And God was changing the face of his people once again. There was a new surge of missions that would launch hundreds of men and women around the globe. William Carey and Samuel J Mills and Cameron Townsend would, like the men at the Jerusalem council, realize that the gospel can be incarnated in every culture.
Then there were those like William Wilberforce and Mother Teresa, the Salvation Army who would embrace what the ancient prophet Amos had said hundreds of years ago that righteous and justice must go together and they would become a voice for the voiceless and offer hope to the masses. And Pentecostalism poured out on Azuza Street and the Holy Spirit drove into Catholic churches and Protestant churches and charismatic churches, the Holy Spirit igniting a new generation of a church for a new time in history. 

And as we enter the dawn of the third millennium, the church in Asia and the church in South America and the church in Africa is rising and sending missionaries to North America and Europe to take the gospel to the descendents of those who had once brought it to therm. 

Every generation has sought to incarnate the gospel in new ways. In the spirit of the Jerusalem council and the spirit of the monasteries and in the spirit of Reformation and in the spirit of Revivalism and in missions and Pentecostalism and Evangelicalism, there are still ways of doing church that no one has thought of yet. 

This weekend, we gather as National Community Church, a unique expression and extension of the church that Jesus has been building for 2,000 years.

Next weekend, Pastor Mark will talk about what that means for us going into the next year. What is the state of our church, our community here today. 

Before we got to that, we just wanted to do something a little different this weekend, to give us a sense of the scope of God’s story, to give us a sense of our history because when we understand where we come from, it helps us know better where we are going. We can connect the dots a little bit better. 

At NCC, we have movie theaters and screens that serve as our stained glass to tell the stories of God in moving pictures. We find that market place environments like coffee houses serve as the gathering places where we can engage neighbors and friends and family with the story of God. Jesus said I will build my church and the gates of hell will not overcome it. Not only the gates of hell, but the folly of men can’t overcome it. The pride and insecurities of those who would seek to lead her will not overcome it. The heresies and hypocrisies of those who claim to love her will not overcome her. Persecution has not overcome it. The Inquisition did not overcome it. The Crusades did not overcome. Obviously someone is in charge and it is not us! God’s faithfulness will always trump our faithlessness because He said He would build his church. 

While a lot of things have changed, there are some things that haven’t changed. In a moment we are going to celebrate communion because on the night that Jesus was betrayed, He took bread and broke it and passed it around. He shared wine and He said, ‘As often as you do this, do it in remembrance of Me.’ For 2,000 years, the celebration of communion has joined the church together across history, geography and culture. From houses in Antioch to caves in Ethiopia, to soaring cathedrals in Europe to movie theaters in Washington D.C. This ancient ritual reminds all of us who we are, whose we are, what we are doing, why we are doing it and how to do it to better reflect the character of Jesus. 
If you are a follower of Jesus, no matter where you call church home, we invite you to celebrate with us. If you are not a follower of Jesus and you are checking things out, I ask you to consider it today. The church isn’t perfect, God is perfect. It is not about what you’ve done, it is about what Jesus has done. It is not about what you can do for God, it is about what God has done for you. Church. Let’s remember who we are. Most importantly, let’s remember whose we are. Let’s remember that we are a people that God has put his mark on to reflect his character and to carry out his mission on earth.

Father God, I thank You for your sovereignty. I thank You for your faithfulness. I thank You that despite all of our hiccups and pride and insecurities and heresy and hypocrisy that you have remained faithful, God, that You have kept on building your church and that we get to be part of it. God, I pray that we would fulfill our mission in our day to our generation in our culture and our time in history. Just like we read in the book of Esther, perhaps we were born for such a time as this. God may we be faithful in our time. May we point to You and reflect your character to our generation and fulfill our mission in our day. In Jesus’ name, Amen.  
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