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Let me add my welcome to everyone at all of our locations. We are so thrilled that you are here. Before we jump into the message this weekend, I’ve got a couple of huge wins to share. Several years ago, we felt like God was calling us to cross the river and serve the part of our city that probably has the greatest need, the Anacostia River is our Jordan River! And we have believed for years that there is some promised land over there, and 10 days ago, God parted the waters! 
We already have a lease with the option to purchase the Southeast White House, a wonderful ministry that we’ve partnered with for more than a decade. It was the first residence on Pennsylvania Avenue on that side of the river. We have partnered with them for more than a decade and it was a year ago that we signed that lease and prepared for a hand-off of that ministry. I think we’ve got 52 mentors at our church that are volunteering there. And right next to the Southeast White House was a boarded up apartment building that we’ve been circling in prayer for the last year. If you look with spiritual eyes, you aren’t going to see a boarded up building, what you are going to see is a dream center, a ministry center where we are going to have huge impact in that part of the city. I think the tax assessment is in the neighborhood of half-a-million dollars, we got it 10 days ago for $38,000!   That tells me that God is up to something. 
That was Wednesday. On Thursday a week ago, I flew down to Dallas to speak at a conference at Covenant Church, a church of about 12,000 people. I met the pastor, Mike Hayes about 15 minutes before the service. We had never met each other before. He had read The Circle Maker along with some staff members, so they knew a little bit about what God was doing here in D.C. and he briefly told me about their vision for missions. They have identified 12 gateway cities and one of them is Washington D.C. and they have a five-fold strategy, praying, giving, going, partnering and planting. So that evening, I got up to speak and when I finished, Mike got up and I wasn’t expecting this, he said, “We don’t need to plant in Washington D.C. Tonight we found a partner in National Community Church.” Then he said, “Here’s what we are going to do, we are going to raise $100,000 in five minutes.”  I said, “You’re gonna what?” I’ve never seen anything like this before in my life. He said, “My wife Kathy and I are going to pledge $5,000 and I need four people right now to pledge $5,000 to this vision.” Four hands shot up immediately! He said, “Now I need 50 people to pledge $1,000 each.”  He starting counting and had 50 immediately.  You guys, these are people who paid to come to a conference! This was not a capital campaign. I saw ushers up in the balcony raising their hands. I saw the camera guy raise his hand to pledge $1,000. Then Pastor Mike said, “Now we need 50 people to pledge $500.” And within five minutes, they had pledged $100,000 to invest in National Community Church and that money was wired to us last Thursday! I was sitting there thinking to myself, ‘We’ve only known each other 15 minutes, what if we’d known each other a half hour?’  
Listen to me, when God gives a vision, He makes provision.

I feel like it is important that I offer a couple of exhortations at this point. First of all, we will give you an opportunity to invest in that dream center in a couple of months. God just beat us to the punch. I don’t know about you but when a total stranger who isn’t even part of our church pledges $500 or $1,000 or $5,000, it challenges me to step up. I can’t wait to be a shareholder in this dream center and if you want to give a gift now, don’t wait. Think about it and talk about it and pray about it and give it. 

My other exhortation is this, we were on the receiving end this time. I want to be on the giving end. Listen, I love our generosity as a church. Last year, we gave $1,384,000 to missions and praise God for that but we are just getting started. I want us to be the miracle for other ministries and for missionaries. I want us to have moments in our future where we are doing the same kind of thing. When that happened that Thursday night, I felt like God was giving me a picture of who we need to be as a church. Are you with me

Let’s take a moment to give thanks and praise to God.

Father, we give You thanks and praise for your unbelievable provision. God we are so privileged to be part of what You are doing in this city, and God we believe that You have given us this vision. This is from You and because it is from You God we believe You are going to bless it and You are going to put your hand of favor upon it and I think that’s what we have experienced in these last few weeks. God, I believe that You are saying now is the time. For months and months, even years, Lord, You know we have experienced frustration. Where is that footprint or that place we could establish a foothold for the kingdom of God, and we wrestled and struggled and it took a lot longer than any of us anticipated. But God we thank You. You have parted the waters and we are going to walk through on dry ground and we are going to believe that You have something incredible in our future. Help us be obedient to the vision that You have given to us, and God we want to be careful to give You all of the praise so right now we bless You and praise You and we magnify your name O God. You have proved yourself to be the God who provides. So we thank You, in Jesus’ name, Amen.

More than conquerors, Romans 8:12. I thought we would get a lot further than we are going to get but let’s see if we can get through two or three verses.
12 Therefore, dear brothers and sisters, you have no obligation to do what your sinful nature urges you to do. 13 For if you live by its dictates, you will die. But if through the power of the Spirit you put to death the deeds of your sinful nature, you will live. 14 For all who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God.

The first 11 verses in Romans 8 are all about what God has done for us. These three verses are all about what we can do for God or what God expects of us. That’s what the ‘therefore’ is there for. We have an obligation. That’s what it says. We have no obligation to do what the sinful nature urges us to do, but on the flip side, we have an obligation to our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

I know the word ‘obligation’ isn’t always seen in a positive light. In fact, we tend to see it in a negative light, but it is anything but. Our greatest obligation doubles as our greatest opportunity, our greatest privilege, and that is the complete surrender of our life to the lordship of Jesus Christ, to be used for his purposes, to make his name famous, to bring him glory. The word ‘obligation’ means to be legally or morally bound. 

This weekend, one of our protégés, Aaron, got married. He and Abby exchanged vows and entered into a marriage covenant. We call that obligation marriage and it is an obligation that is full of joy and full of love. It is something we celebrate. You don’t have to spend the rest of your life, you get to! You don’t have to share everything with each other, you get to! You give each other to one another completely in a covenant relationship and you now have an obligation and it is the greatest obligation you will ever have on a human plane. So praise God! Let’s celebrate that obligation that brings us joy and love. In the same way, we celebrate the fact that we are legally and morally bound to God, because it means that God is legally and morally bound to us. Come on! I want that and I need that. See, when you put your faith in Christ, you enter into a covenant relationship with God and then it spells out our obligation. It demands a complete surrender of your mind and your heart and your will to Him. He demands all of your time, talent and treasure. Everything you have, everything you are belongs to Him. If Jesus hung on his cross, we can certainly carry our cross. Let me say it this way, if He is not Lord of all, he is not Lord at all. It is all or nothing. The good news is this, if you give all of yourself to God, God is going to give all of Himself to you. That’s a trade you want to make!
There is a show on A&E called Barter Kings. I’ve never actually seen the show but I saw a commercial and I heard Parker talking about it. My understanding is you try to trade up by trading something of lesser value multiple times for something of greater value and if you do it enough times, you could end up with something pretty valuable. The show follows that trading string, if you will. So let’s just say you start out with a toaster and you trade it for a used bike, then maybe you trade the bike for a microwave and then the microwave for airplane passes then airplane passes for a horse and then trade the horse for a used car and the used car for a jet ski and then you are at the lake! So you trade up and eventually, if you do that long enough, you can end up with something pretty cool. I think one guy turned an iPod into something like $20,000. 

It’s crazy but not nearly as crazy as the gospel. The gospel is the barter king. It is the ultimate barter, if you will. You can’t trade up any more than the gospel. We defined it week one. Here is the deal God puts on the table, we trade all of our sin for all of his righteousness and then God calls it even. Are you kidding? You can’t find a better barter than that. But with that free gift comes an obligation. That word also means a debt of gratitude. It is almost like Jesus paid our debt of sin and we owe Him the debt of gratitude. The obligation is this, to live according to the Spirit, not according to the sinful nature. 

Let me put it in these terms. In other words, you give the Holy Spirit veto power. When He convicts, you confess. When He prompts, you act on it. The Holy Spirit now calls the shots in your life. 

Verse 13

13 For if you live by its dictates, you will die.
Let’s talk about this for just a moment. A few months ago, I spent an hour with a D.C. Council member. I wanted to get to know him a little bit and I honestly wanted to get together to ask how we could serve our city better. I’ve said this before and let me say it again, we are not trying to grow a church, we are trying to bless a city, and if you bless a city, God is going to take care of growing his church. So we sat down and it was a wonderful conversation and at the very end of it, I just felt prompted that I should pray for him. I was hoping it wouldn’t be awkward for him, but I’m a pastor and he knows what I do. So I asked him what I could pray about for him and I kid you not, it was like 60 seconds, and when you are just sitting with someone, 60 is a long time to wait. I wonder if I had offended him but he was carefully contemplating his answer. Here’s what he said, “Pray that I don’t let fear dictate my decisions.” I thought to myself, I might be able to vote for someone like that because he was very transparent and this is a political county. You know that decisions are dictated by a wide variety of things from opinion polls to what’s going to get the vote to how to trade a favor, a lot of decisions made for the wrong reasons and many decisions made for the right reasons because it is in the best interest of the people. 
I think all of us occasionally need to stop, because we make decisions unconsciously and we don’t really think about why we do things. But sometimes you have to break it down and do a little bit of an autopsy on your decisions. I think what you’ll find is what God really wants is for you to not just do the right thing but to do it for the right reason. You can do the right thing for the wrong reason and you won’t get credit in the kingdom of God. What God cares about is the motive of your heart. 

I think what Paul was saying here is as simple as this – don’t let sinful desires dictate your decisions. That would include fear because I John 4:18 says that perfect love casts out all fear. God doesn’t want us to relate to Him on the basis of fear. I know, the Old Testament says fear the Lord, but that is out of profound respect for God. It is a different kind of fear. It is a respect or awe of Almighty God. God wants a love relationship. He wants love to be the motive behind what we do. So fear makes a terrible dictator. And while we are on the topic, so does greed, lust, pride, bitterness, anger and jealousy. There are a lot of people that bitterness is their dictator and they are trying to hurt someone but they are only hurting themselves. Lust is a terrible dictator. If you let lust dictate your decisions, it is going to end up in an addiction to pornography or in an affair and in sexual brokenness, and you will need healing from the Lord. We live in a culture where it is almost like we put hormones on the throne. Just do what feels good. Are you serious! If you do what feels good, you are going to feel bad, real bad real soon. It might feel good at first but it will come back to bite. We’ve got to dethrone sin. How? Obedience! Obedience to God is how we overthrow the enemy and the way we dethrone our sinful desires.

Let me give you an example. I want to drill down on this and make sure we understand exactly what we are talking about. I’m greedy. Anybody else? Enough is never enough.  But I’ve found that there is a way for me to dethrone greed in my life. It’s called the tithe. When I give the first 10 percent of what God has blessed me with, realizing that all of it belongs to Him but He expects 10 percent, when I give the tithe back to God, it’s the way that I say money is not my dictator. Greed will not dictate my decisions. Every time you tithe, you overthrow the enemy and overcome the tyranny of more. 

Let me make an observation. We are very careful around here whenever we take an offering to say if you are a guest, please don’t feel obligated to give. We want you to enjoy being in God’s presence and we want to be a blessing to you. But every once in a while, shouldn’t we also turn that around and say the opposite? You are part of what God is doing here and you need to have a vested interest, the Bible calls it the tithe and the tithe belongs to the storehouse. If you aren’t giving God the first 10 percent of your income, you are robbing from God. That’s not my word, that’s the Word of God in Malachi 3. God doesn’t want leftovers, so it is not just any 10 percent, it is the first 10 percent. It’s not like you pay your bills and then give the tithe. God wants the first 10 percent. It is the law of first things. It is called first fruits. It is why God in the Old Testament demanded the first born, the first animal for sacrifice. The first always belongs to God. My concern is that many of us walk around not knowing that law and so we break it, but you can’t break the law of God, it breaks you. So if you aren’t obeying God in that part of your life, then God isn’t able to bless the other 90 percent because it goes against his very nature and character. So what’s so important is that we learn to honor God with that first 10 percent. Lora and I made a decision when we got married 20 years ago that we would never not tithe, and God has blessed it. Has it always been easy? No! We went through some rough spots but I can tell you that we never didn’t tithe. We always made a conscientious decision to honor God with the first 10 percent. When you do that, here’s the beautiful thing, your finances are no longer your responsibility. They are God’s responsibility. That’s a wonderful way to live. It takes all the pressure off of your shoulders. You do your job and let God do his job. Your job is to obey Him. If you obey Him, He will take care of you.
Verse 13 continues

But if through the power of the Spirit you put to death the deeds of your sinful nature, you will live.
Now this is interesting language here. If you put to death the deeds of your sinful nature, the King James uses the word ‘mortify.’ But here’s what’s interesting, Romans 8:36 where it says we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered, the word ‘slaughtered’ in verse 36 is the very same word that is used here. So it almost like what it is saying in very strong and very certain terms is you need to slaughter sin. In other words, you need to put it to death. You need to wage war on your sinful nature. This is not a passive word. This is William Wallace crying freedom. You have got to declare freedom from sin by declaring war on your sinful nature. 

Colossians 3:5 says it this way

Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature, sinful immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry.

A few weeks ago, I spoke at a church up in Queens, New York, Christ Tabernacle, and had a wonderful time with the founding pastors of that church.  They told us their testimony. They were living together, this was probably 30 or 35 years ago, and honestly living from overdose to overdose. They were as far from God as you can get. One day, they were on vacation and Maria comes under the conviction of the Holy Spirit. She wasn’t in church or reading the Bible. They were in the hotel room and she just came under conviction. What she didn’t know is that 30 of her friends back home had all gotten saved and committed their lives to Jesus and at that very moment had formed a prayer circle and they were praying for Maria. At that same moment, she came under conviction and it totally changed her life. But Michael wasn’t so sure about it. He just agreed just to go along with it, but he did it to mock everything that was happening. But then eventually, he came under conviction and gave his life to Christ. And they did something interesting. They went back to their apartment, took the drugs and drug paraphernalia, the videos and magazines, every reminder of sin in their lives and they put it in the incinerator in their apartment complex. That is waging war! That is putting to death the sinful nature. You’ve got to get as far away as you can. If you struggle with self-control, you need to exercise self-control like a muscle so it gets stronger. That’s why fasting is such a powerful discipline. We will talk about it in a moment.

So the question is – how do you put to death? How do you wage war?  Here’s a thought. The way you break bad habits is by building good habits. You can’t just not do anything wrong, you have to do something right. So, you will never break the sin habit if you don’t establish a prayer habit. I think the greatest deterrent to sin is beginning the day with devotions. You get out of bed and get into God’s Word so God’s Word gets into you. It is like preventative medicine. The way you break bad habits is by establishing good habits, or we call them God habits.
I think fasting is another key. Sometimes you need to pray and fast. Here’s the deal, we are going to do a fast. We already did one of those this year? Yes, we’ve had a couple seasons of prayer and fasting, but here is my concern. I think sometimes, the summertime is a season where some of us go on vacation from God. We get a little lazy, but here’s my thought. You have more time and more margin, generally speaking, so what if we used that to seek God with a little bit more intentionality and intensity? So it was a couple weeks ago that I felt like the Lord put this on my heart. You know we can’t get away from II Chronicles 7:14

If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, I will hear from heaven and I will forgive their sin and heal their land.
Well, 7:14, why not? On 7/14, we are going to begin a 40-day fast. I want to call it a freedom fast. I want to describe it to you. It will start on 7/14 at 7:14 p.m. and we are going to do something we’ve never done. We are going to do an all-night prayer meeting. We are going to pray from 7:14 p.m. to 7:14 a.m. I believe it could begin a new chapter in our lives individually and corporately. You will get out of it what you put into. It could be the best 40 days of your life, but you have got to commit yourself to it. The reason why I’m telling you two weeks in advance is because I want you to give it some thought and some prayer. I want us to ramp into this and identify what it is God wants to do. Here’s my thought. I think the purpose of the fast is simply this – to make sure we aren’t mastered by anything but the Holy Spirit. I think that is exactly what Romans 8 is teaching, so why don’t we not just talk about it, why don’t’ we do something about it? 
I Corinthians 6:12 says everything is permissible for me but not everything is beneficial. Everything is permissible for me but I will not be mastered by anything.

Can I tell you where I’m going to go to work? I am too distracted. I feel like different forms media, social media, communications sometimes have a strangle hold on me. I just read a study that said that before smart phones, we got onto the Internet an average of four times a day. We are lucky if we get off the Internet four times a day at this point! I think if you aren’t careful, you can develop an email addiction, a facebook addiction, an Internet addiction. I’m not even talking about going to wrong sites, I’m just saying you are never present, you are always somewhere else. And for me, I’m going to do a media fast because I feel like, I want to make sure I’m not mastered by any of those things. Is there something in your life you are addicted to or mastered by? I want to challenge you to give it up for 40 days. I know what you’re thinking, shouldn’t we give it up forever? Yes! If you want to do that forever fast, you go for it! I think 40 days is a good place to start and I think 40 days is a chance to prove to yourself, prove to God and prove to the enemy that you can overcome any addiction, any sin, any temptation because you are more than a conqueror through Christ!
You are going to need the Holy Spirit’s help and that’s the point. When you fast, you put yourself in a position of greater dependence upon God. And here’s what I’ve found, you could do a traditional fast and here’s what I have discovered, if you can give up food, whether it is lunch or a certain kind of food, it gives you far more self-control in other areas of your life. So whatever it is, you need to pray about it and discern what it is God wants you to do. Ultimately, I want to make sure I’m not mastered by anything but the Holy Spirit.

Let me say this, you can’t do it without the Holy Spirit but the Holy Spirit won’t do it without you. It’s like our core value: work like it depends on you, pray like it depends on God. It is both and. Philippians 2:12

Continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling. 

It helps is you isolate the two words ‘work out.’ When I hear that, I think about going to the gym. You work out to break down your muscles and build them back up so that you are stronger and have more endurance and you are in better shape. 

How do you break it down spiritually? Fasting. Nothing will break down the callous of sin in your life better than fasting. Then God begins to build you back up.

A little observation here, I think the answer to almost every prayer is more of the Holy Spirit. Stop and think about it. If you want more love, more joy, more fruit of the Holy Spirit, you need more power, you want to see healing or gifts functioning in your life, those are gifts of the Holy Spirit. They come from the Spirit so whatever you are praying for, probably the answer is more of the Holy Spirit. How are you filled with the Holy Spirit? It is a little bit of a mystery but one thing I know for sure, if you want to be filled with the Holy Spirit, you have to empty yourself. One of the ways you empty yourself is through fasting. You put yourself in a position of vulnerability of weakness, and I tell you what, an empty stomach will fill your spirit quicker than anything else I know. 

Here’s the deal, this is not a real fancy message, pretty straight forward, not all of it exactly what we want to hear, but you’ve got to wage war on the sinful nature. That’s what Paul is saying. How do you do that? I think like an army that surrounds a city and cuts off food and water until the enemy dies of hunger, it is the only way you can do it. Either you are feeding the sinful desires in your life or you are starving them to death. You need to starve lust to death. You need to starve bitterness to death. You need to starve anger to death. You need to cut off the supply line like a military blockade and say, ‘God, set me free!’

We are going to kick it off on 7/14 with an all-night prayer meeting and I love how we are going to end it. We are going to celebrate, The Birchmere, one of the premier music venues in the D.C. area got ahold of the God Anthology, the album we produced last year, and they loved it. They said they want us to come and perform. So circle your calendars because on August 24th, we will all head over to The Birchmere and we will celebrate the end of this fast with a concert. So circle 7/14 and 8/24. 
We will get to verse 14 next week. Let’s pray.

Father, we thank You. Let your Word take root and bear fruit in our hearts. God, I didn’t get as far as I wanted to today but I hope it is far enough for You to do whatever it is You want to do in our lives. Sometimes saying more means that we hear less. I think right now we are hearing your Holy Spirit saying we have an obligation, and it is not to our sinful nature, it is to our Savior who was crucified for us, and if You hung on your cross, we can carry our cross and we can wage war on the sinful nature because You won the victory at Calvary.  God, I pray that right now, we would defy and dethrone the enemy and remind him that there is therefore no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus. So we declare independence! A freedom that is only found in Jesus Christ. Lord I pray for those right now who need to barter, need to trade their sin for your righteousness. I pray that right now, in Jesus’ name, that the deal would be done right here and right now, that by faith they would trust You for their salvation. And God I pray for those who feel like they are losing more battles than they win. I pray that You would remind us right now that the war has already been won. We lose some battles because we are human and we are imperfect and the sinful nature is hard to kill, but we declare that we are more than conquerors through Christ. We declare that the victory was won 2,000 years ago and that our sins are nailed to that cross and we declare that your Spirit is more powerful than any sin, any addiction, and God I pray that You would lead us into freedom. Where the Spirit is, there is freedom. So would You come right now and sovereignly fill us with your Spirit. God would You come and empower us and give us the will power we need that comes from You to step up and step out in faith and draw some battle lines in our lives. We lost enough battles, it is time to win a few by the power of the Holy Spirit. Come help us, we pray, in Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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