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The first female major league baseball player, that was my dream for at least two years until my mother crushed the dream when she made me move from playing baseball with the boys to softball with the girls. Then there were a number of dreams after that, being an astronaut, being a fighter pilot, being on Broadway, being Secretary of the Interior, being a scientist who discovered new species.  Many dreams followed after that. 
Sometimes when we talk about dreams, we talk about literal dreams, the stories in our minds when we are sleeping that are sometimes fueled by the pizza that we had the night before. Sometimes when we talk about dreams, we talk about that vision of a greater future out in front of us. Sometimes when we talk about dreams, it is that thing we have to deep down in our gut that we want to commit everything to seeing happen. We all dream at different levels. For some of us, there is that dream that we pour our entire life into. Like William Wilberforce who gets this dream to abolish slavery and puts his whole life into that. I’ve found in my life that I tend to dream different dreams in different seasons of life. Our lead pastor, Pastor Mark, tends to have 10 dreams every minute!  We all dream differently and what I’ve found is it seems like there is a rhythm to a lot of our dreaming that when the seasons change and when the calendar flips over, we find ourselves re-assessing and reevaluating. Some of us come to the end of a year and we celebrate dreams that have been realized. Some of us mourn dreams that have been lost. Some of us resolve to dream new dreams and others of us resolve to never dream again.

Turn in your Bibles over to Acts 16. As we go into this New Year and into this series talking about dreams, we are going to talk about a couple different kinds of dreams. We are going to talk about those personal dreams that God uniquely places inside each and every one of us. Then we are also going to talk about kingdom dreams. When I talk about kingdom dreams, I’ve talking about those dreams that are embedded in the heart of God and is reflected in the pages of Scripture and in his character. The dreams of redemption, the dreams of seeing the poor assisted and of seeing the sick cared for and seeing transformation come, that dream of God to make all things new. Kingdom dreams that we get swept up into.  

In Acts 16 we come to the story of Paul who has been swept up into a kingdom dream of seeing the gospel reach the nations and we see him beginning what is the second of a few missionary journeys that he takes.  In the first verse we find him on this journey.

Paul came to Derbe and then to Lystra, where a disciple named Timothy lived, whose mother was Jewish and a believer but whose father was a Greek. 2 The believers at Lystra and Iconium spoke well of him. 3 Paul wanted to take him along on the journey, so he circumcised him because of the Jews who lived in that area, for they all knew that his father was a Greek. 4 As they traveled from town to town, they delivered the decisions reached by the apostles and elders in Jerusalem for the people to obey. 5 So the churches were strengthened in the faith and grew daily in numbers.

6 Paul and his companions traveled throughout the region of Phrygia and Galatia, having been kept by the Holy Spirit from preaching the word in the province of Asia. 7 When they came to the border of Mysia, they tried to enter Bithynia, but the Spirit of Jesus would not allow them to. 8 So they passed by Mysia and went down to Troas. 9 During the night Paul had a vision of a man of Macedonia standing and begging him, “Come over to Macedonia and help us.” 10 After Paul had seen the vision, we got ready at once to leave for Macedonia, concluding that God had called us to preach the gospel to them.

From Troas we put out to sea and sailed straight for Samothrace, and the next day we went on to Neapolis. 12 From there we traveled to Philippi, a Roman colony and the leading city of that district of Macedonia. And we stayed there several days.
13 On the Sabbath we went outside the city gate to the river, where we expected to find a place of prayer. We sat down and began to speak to the women who had gathered there. 14 One of those listening was a woman from the city of Thyatira named Lydia, a dealer in purple cloth. She was a worshiper of God. The Lord opened her heart to respond to Paul’s message. 15 When she and the members of her household were baptized, she invited us to her home. “If you consider me a believer in the Lord,” she said, “come and stay at my house.” And she persuaded us.
This story is significant because it is the first time that the gospel makes its entrance into Europe. But let me back up a little bit and talk about the historical context in which this is happening.  A few weeks ago, we celebrated Christmas. We celebrated the coming of God, God with us, Emmanuel, Jesus coming in the form of the sin of his own creation. He lived a sinless, perfect life. He died on a cross. He ascended on the third day and as He stood with his disciples before ascending back into heaven, He said, “All authority has been given to Me on heaven and earth, therefore, go make disciples of all nations.”  
This is significant because up until this point in history, God has largely worked his redemptive purposes through the people of the Jewish nation. He had made a promise to Abraham, ‘I will make you great and through you all the nations of the earth will be blessed.’  And we are seeing this manifesting itself in the person of Jesus Christ. So then Jesus comes and says this gospel, this good news, is no longer just for these people that are God’s chosen people, you are to make disciples of all nations. Take this good news everywhere. 

And Paul gets swept up into this kingdom dream of making disciples of all nations.  So he goes on this journey. First of all, they pick up this guy named Timothy and Timothy figures in significantly and prominently throughout the rest of the story. So Timothy joins their journey and then we see them wandering a little bit. They’ve signed up for this kingdom dream of going to make disciples of all nations, so they begin to go to the nations and the Holy Spirit says in Galatia, ‘No, not here.’  And then they start to go to Bithynia and God says, ‘No, not there.’
I want to put up a map of the journey to show you where he is going so if you see all the way over to my left, the city of Antioch, that’s where they began this journey. Then they go all the across to the right hand side where you see Troas. They walked 450 miles not knowing exactly where God was calling them to. So Paul is trying to take the gospel to make disciples of all nations, this dream that Jesus had left with the disciples and he walked 450 miles and is standing at the edge of land staring out into the sea with no idea of where he is called to go.  
I think sometimes Scripture can be very misleading.  Here me in context. I’m not talking about error or fallibility, I’m talking about the fact that we can read these 10 verses so quickly that there is a danger that we don’t see the confusion and the disorientation and the disillusionment that is experienced by the people who are living it, and we fail to see how relevant it is to our own lives today as we walk out the calling that God has given us. 450 miles!  

Just a few things to give us some principles to live by when we are walking out the calling of God on our lives, one is sometimes we just have to follow in daily obedience, step by step, even when it seems like it is not taking us anywhere. I think a lot of times we think we want to receive a calling from God, we want a dream from God, we want Him to tell us exactly what his plan is for our lives so we can then be obedient to that. But I think sometimes first we have to walk out obedience before we find the calling of God on our lives. It is day by day, step by step, long obedience to the simple things. 450 miles!

Second, I think sometimes we just have to relax and enjoy the journey. I think this is one of the most important principles I’ve ever learned from Pastor Mark. When you follow God, you are going on a wild goose chase and that there are delays and detours. Sometimes the dream seems to go completely off course, like Paul when he was shipwrecked later. Sometimes the dream appears to completely die, like when Abraham had been promised a son for years and waited on that for decades and then is told to sacrifice his son.  Sometimes when we feel like we are deviating from the path, we are actually walking the very route that God designed for us to walk. So we just have to take a deep breath and enjoy the journey and realize we might have to walk through Galatia so that God can reroute us to get us to Troas. 

The third thing I think is a good principle in all of this is that Paul didn’t travel alone, he did it with other people. If you are going to be lost, it is better to be lost in community. Have some people with you along the journey. I don’t think we were designed to do life by ourselves. We were designed to do life in community. 
I was talking about this whole idea and dreaming and pursuing the calling of God with Pastor Curtis this week and he said one of the things that he was taught and that he really embraces is that if you don’t have a dream for yourself, throw yourself into serving someone else’s dream, and in the midst of that journey, you might discover your own dream.  That resonated so strongly with me because one of the things I felt like God taught me very clearly as a twenty-something was that God would fulfill my dreams and my life to the extent to which I served the dreams of other people. 
If you are here this weekend and especially those of you who are in your 20s and you are in that quarter-life place, find a dream that you can throw yourself into to serve another person and then see what God does with your own dreams and your own life.

Finally, let God initiate. What God initiates He permeates. What we initiate, we have to strive to sustain. When we keep reading and it talks about how at Troas they set sail and they sailed directly to Macedonia, that is actually a nautical term which means the wind was at their back. When God initiates, when we know we have heard the voice of God, He will permeate it. That doesn’t mean it will always be easy. They already had to walk 450 miles. And once they get to Philippi, they haven’t been there but about a week when they get thrown into jail.  But there will be moments when God speaks and He will come along and the wind will be at our backs and we know that He has permeated our dreams.
Have our dreams been saturated by the voice of God?  Have we been dreaming in God’s will and for his glory? Let God initiate the dreams that are in our hearts.  When we look at our dreams, can we point back to a Genesis moment where we know God spoke to us and said go for it.

So Paul and Silas and Timothy have step by step followed and obeyed God. They had to wander a little bit, they did it in community, and they let God initiate. Then they get to Troas and Paul has a dream, like a personal dream, at night, a vision from the man of Macedonia saying, ‘Come over here and help us.’ So they set sail directly for Greece and they get to Philippi and they meet Lydia and the gospel goes to Lydia and her family and then the gospel goes to the Philippian jailor and his household and the first church in Europe is birthed. And this sets off a chain reaction that goes throughout the empire as the gospel from Philippi to Thessalonica to Berea to Athens to Corinth and eventually to Rome. And the kingdom dream of make disciples of all nations has been ignited. Then years later, when Paul is sitting in prison awaiting his death, he writes his final letter to Timothy. In II Timothy 2:2, he says this to Timothy, ‘The things you have heard me teach have been confirmed by many reliable witnesses, therefore, teach these same truths to faithful men who will be able to teach others also.’   Let’s keep doing this thing. Let’s keep making disciples of all nations and this is how it is going to get done, you are going to take the things you’ve heard me teach and you are going to teach them to faithful men who will teach others who will teach others. And for 2,000 years, this has been happening until we get here today! That’s a pretty awesome dream! That is a dream I want to be part of. When I think about a man by the name of Paul who lived 2,000 years ago who was in Antioch and said let’s go visit the churches we’ve already planted and then take the gospel to even more nations to make more disciples! And they wander around for 450 miles until they get a vision, a dream to go specifically to Greece. Then the gospel goes from Greece throughout all of Europe and then somehow comes to my descendants who then come to America and I’m swept up into this dream! That’s awesome! This is not a dream fueled by pizza! Make disciples of all nations!
When I think about how this has taken route in my heart and the way it has shaped me and formed me, I think, first of all, that whole wandering thing makes a whole lot of sense in my life.  The way I got into ministry was by a very, very normal route. I got a degree in Biological Engineering and then I went for two more years to get further trained for ministry by getting a Master’s degree in Environmental Engineering. Then I spent five years on Capitol Hill working in Energy Policy. And then I became a pastor!  That route is about as indirect and weird as Paul’s journey to Greece. But I wouldn’t trade any of it.  15 or 20 years ago, I would have written a different journey for myself, but God knew the journey I needed to take. Here’s what I’m learning, and I fight this all the time, but what I’m learning is that when I try to shortcut my calling, I short-circuit the character Gods wants to develop in me to sustain that calling. When I try to shortcut around the things that are in my path, I actually short-circuit the perspective that God wants to give me. I short-circuit the faith that He wants to build in my life and I short-circuit the opportunity to have a perspective and a vision of God’s character that then changes things about me.  
Sometimes we have to walk 450 miles in daily obedience to the things of God that we know we are called to do because they are revealed in Scripture. We’ve got to do the simple things of loving one another and forgiving one another and honoring one another and praying for one another and praying the reading the Word and follow in the footsteps of Christ until we get to our Troas. And there have been moments in my life that seem like suddenly or that seem like overnight where the wind has been at my back but they often some after season of 450 miles of daily obedience. 

The next thing I see in Paul’s life is that everything was relational. Everything was about relationship. This idea of making disciples was not about handing out workbooks with blanks that people had to fill in. It wasn’t about a program or a resource or a book, it was about relationship. The majority of our New Testament comes to us because Paul had friends he was writing to. It came out of relationship. One of my favorite places in the New Testament is Romans 15. Romans is arguably the most intellectual book in Scripture. It is the closest thing we get to a systematic theology in the entire Bible. Paul is very clearly, systematically, intentionally, granularly laying out a statement of faith. What he believes and why he believes it. Then we get to the last chapter, Romans 16 and it is like a list of names. It is people he is thanking and people he is acknowledging and people he is praising and applauding. It is like his acknowledgements at the end of a book. We see the names of people, it has 36 names, people, it is as though he is saying he can’t even talk theology without talking about the people in his life that helped shape him and teach him and disciple him. It was about relationship. It was about people. It was about making disciples. 

I think when I come to the end of my life, who will be on my Romans 16 list? Who will be the names that are listed on the last page of my life that are the people who have shaped me and the people who hopefully I have helped to shape?  Right now, my Romans 16 list reads a little bit like a cast for Saturday Night Live.  One guy enjoyed his mullet way too long.  One of them has an unnatural, an irrational love of Hawaiian shirts. One of them was the all-time quarterback for the kids’ touch football games in my backyard growing up in Mobile, Alabama. One of them owned a very reputable construction company in Mobile, but none of his employees will let him carry a hammer around because he is a walking disaster and they know that someone will get hurt and it will probably be him. Yet these are the people who have most profoundly and significantly shaped me and molded me and shown me the things of God. What is funny is I don’t know that any of them would have necessarily ever considered themselves to be discipling me. I don’t know that they would have ever used those words. I don’t know that I even thought about them in that light until just the past few years. They were in my life and they were people who took interest in me and therefore I was interested in what they had to say. Those are my Pauls. Those are the people I would say that invested in me. Then there are people that I think in some way are my Timothys. There is the 26-year-old who has skills in sharp-shooting and interest in fashion who grew up on a boat and moved to D.C. to change the world through politics and told me within the first month of meeting me that she wanted my job. There is the 24-year-old that spent the last hour of her first day on the new job in my office crying. And there is the 22-year-old that, when after taking Strength Finders, found that she had strengths of self-assurance, competition and significance and command.  Community gets real messy when you decide to be part of imparting the things of God into the lives of people. But it is all about relationships.
I’ve had a lot of dreams in my life. I’ve stood in my backyard dreaming of hitting the game-winning home run in the bottom of the ninth with the bases loaded and two outs. I’ve actually designed theme parks on napkins over lunch breaks. I’ve had a lot of dreams. I’ve had dreams that have been successes. I’ve had dreams that have flopped. I’ve had dreams that have died and I’ve had dreams that I would absolutely embarrassed to stand up here and tell you about. I have a list of 100 life goals but if there is one thing I know that my life is to be about, if there is one dream I have, it is to make disciples, because it is a kingdom dream that has been going on and on for 2,000 years. It is something that is bigger than just me and I want to be part of it. It is not about filling up people’s head with information and facts about Jesus. It is helping people grow in his character and in his ways and in his mission. It is so that we can more accurately reflect his personality and his purpose in the world around us. That is a dream I want to be part of and I would submit that is a dream He has called every one of us into. Go make disciples. I don’t want Jesus’ last command to be the least concern in my life. I want Jesus’ last command to be my foremost priority because I believe that as we make disciples, there is a ripple effect that changes everything about who we are as individuals and who we are as a church, because when we grow in the character of Jesus, we then begin to serve like Him. When we grow in the character of Jesus, we begin to influence the world around us.  As we grow in the character of Jesus, our finances begin to reflect his priorities. As we grow in the character of Jesus, we begin to worship Him more because we see more of Him. Go and make disciples of all nations.  It is inherently relational.

One of the ways I look at this is that there is a difference between travel agents and tour guides. A travel agent, you go into the comforts of their climate-controlled office and they sit behind a big desk and they will show you brochures of where to go and what to do once you are there and what you’ll see once you are there and how to go about your trip. Then there are tour guides who take their packs on their backs and strap on their hiking boots and go on that journey with you, and along the way, interpret the things of God on the journey. 

If all you do is coming to a gathering like this on a weekend and sit and listen, you only get travel agent discipleship. But if you look around at the people around you and link arms with them and go on the journey with them, you find that you get to be a tour guide to somebody else and they get to be a tour guide to you.  We are designed to do this in community with one another. 
This is random but I rarely travel alone. I have the privilege every now and then of being able to travel a little bit around the country and train small group pastors and speak to small group leaders at other churches and it is rare that I will go on one of those trips by myself. And that is for a number of reasons. One, it is good for accountability. I’m not going to do things I shouldn’t do when there is somebody else looking at me. Two, there is tremendous amounts of time on planes and trains and in cars to have conversations that are important. But I think more importantly is it is an awesome opportunity for people that I’m trying to invest in to see me live out the things that I say I believe.  It is one thing for me to talk about integrity but it is another thing for them to see me live it out on the road. It is one thing for them to hear me talk about humility but it is another thing for them to see how I handle both praise and criticism after I speak somewhere. It is one thing to talk about having patience and another thing for them to see how I respond when the flight gets cancelled and the garment has once again failed me. 

It is all about relationships. It is life on life.  

I would say at National Community Church, we have a dream to make disciples. One of the things we find at NCC is we find that it is a place where there is a collision of personal dreams and kingdom dreams and we find that personal dreams can fuel kingdom dreams and kingdom dreams can fuel personal dreams. And as a church, we want you to be a part of what is happening in what God is doing here and then we want to be part of what God is doing in your life. The primary way we go about making disciples at NCC is through small groups.  In a few weeks, we will hand out a magazine that will list probably about 100 opportunities for you to get connected in community, for you to be about the journey with some other people, for you to be a part of this dream of making disciples.  And a couple things about how we do this at NCC, one, we do everything in groups on a semester system. That doesn’t mean that you only make disciples certain months of the year. It just means that there is a natural rhythm we experience in D.C.  Many of you are students. Many of you work jobs on Capitol Hill or jobs that are in other ways motivated by the Congressional calendar and we want to leverage that to make it easy for you to find community and be a part of discipleship. Another we do is we believe that everything is an experiment. We have about 100 different kinds of groups because we feel like there are lots of different kinds of people. So we tell our leaders we want them to get a vision from God and run with it.  Every leader’s journey looks a little bit different. So if you are new to D.C. you might want to jump into something called freshmen of the city. If you are new to Christianity and you are trying to figure out what all this Bible stuff and Jesus stuff is, you might want to jump into Alpha. If you just need some friends, you might want to jump into one of our community based Bible studies or after service lunch groups. 
When you walked in today, you should have gotten a postcard that lists a couple of opportunities we have in January, short-term, mid-sized group things. If this talk about discipleship today has gotten into your spirit, Ryan is going to be doing a group on how to have transformational conversation, how to turn everyday conversations into opportunities for meaningful conversation and for meaningful transformation change.  Maybe you know God and you love Jesus but you don’t know what to do with the Holy Spirit, Pastor Chris and Heidi are going to be leading a group on the Holy Spirit. I’m going to be bringing the story to Virginia for the first time. We will go through the entire story of the Bible in three nights. It will be a whirlwind and I’ll talk really fast.  We believe in making disciples. We believe in you making disciples and you becoming a disciple so to make this very practical, one, get into a group. I don’t want to overpromise and under-deliver what can happen in groups. Hopefully you don’t have to try 450 groups to find the right one. But you’ve got to start somewhere. When you start to take the steps to find community and to get into community and to make disciples and to be a disciple, God will show up along the way. Then what you will find is that He has been with you all along and had you walk the path that was intentionally designed for you. Start somewhere, jump into a group.

The second thing I would encourage you to do at the beginning of this New Year is find a way to serve someone else’s dream.  Maybe you already have your own dream. Maybe you don’t know what your dream is. Find a way to serve the dream of someone else and watch how God begins to bring things into and out of your own life. 

Make disciples of all nations. It was Jesus’ last command. I want that to be my foremost concern. And I want to take what Paul said to Timothy to take what I taught you and teach it to faithful men who will be able to teach others also. I want to be about that dream. 

There might be some of you here this weekend that you just need to start at a place where you are a disciple. You’ve never taken that step to just follow Christ. We can’t New Year’s resolution our way into favor with God. We can’t make a few tweaks here or a bold promise there to put us in right standing with God. All we can do is fall on Jesus. All we can do is fall into his grace. 
So as I’ve talked this weekend about dreams and being swept up into the grand story of God, it begins at the cross. So if you are here this weekend and you’ve never taken that step, that is the first one. And as the worship team comes up in a few moments and as we go into a time of prayer, I would ask that you first and foremost make Jesus your vision for this year and your dream for this year and follow hard after Him.

Then for those of us that have taken that step, what are we doing about Jesus’ last command? What does it mean for us in our everyday walking around lives to make disciples who make disciples who make disciples who change the course of history?

God, thank You so much that You didn’t just give us a bunch of rules to live by, You gave us a calling to live for. God that You have set up this grand adventure that we get to be a part of, God it blows my mind to think that there was a man named Paul who lived 2,000 years ago and he got swept into a crazy kingdom dream and then had a personal dream that took him to Europe that changed everything. God, I pray that we would have that kind of faithfulness in our generation. God, help us to make disciples who make disciples who make disciples. Help us to be people who follow your character and your ways and your mission, that we reproduce that in our own lives and in the lives of those around us and it just multiplies out. God, help us to live in community, help us to walk with intentionality and help us to dream dreams that are fueled by You and that are bathed in prayer, that are in your will and that give You glory, in Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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