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Welcome to everybody at each one of our locations. We are thrilled that you are here, especially on this special weekend when we honor mothers. We are praying for you and we honor you this weekend. We are excited about where God is taking us during the month of May as we continue our ‘Voyage of Life’ series. 

On the morning of his 51st birthday, Jackson Brown decided to jot down some lessons that more than a half a century of life had taught him. When he told his friends about the project, they started to share some of their life lessons and the end result was a great little book that came out a number of years ago called Live and Learn and Pass It On. It is a compilation of lessons people ages 5 to 95 have learned about life. Here are a few of my favorites: Age 6 – I learned that you cannot hide a piece of broccoli in a glass of milk. Age 43 – I’ve learned that if your life is free of failures, you aren’t taking enough risks.  Age 38 – I’ve learned that I shouldn’t go grocery shopping on an empty stomach.  Age 18 – I’ve learned that your ACT score doesn’t determine the rest of your life.  Age 46 – I’ve learned that the dashing young knight on his snow white horse who was going to ride into my life and sweep my off of my feet got lost in the forest. Age 51 – I’ve learned that if you keep doing what you’ve always done, you will keep getting what you have always gotten.
One of my favorite writers, Frederick Buechner, wrote a book titled Listening to Life and in that book, he said: If I were called upon to state in a few words the essence of everything I was trying to say, both as a novelist and a preacher, it would be something like this – listen to your life.  In other words, I know some people that have been following Christ for 25 years but they don’t have 25 years of experience. They have one year of experience repeated 25 times. It is about learning the lessons that God is trying to teach us and then passing them on to others.

What I want to do this weekend is share a few life lessons as we continue the ‘Voyage of Life’ series. Of all the four paintings, I think this one is my personal favorite. It represents youth. It is this unbridled anticipation, even the posture of the leaning forward into the future. It reminds me, last week I spoke at a commencement at Valley Forge Christian College and it was an awesome moment where I was two feet from all of these college graduates who crossed the stage and this moment where they get their degree and families are going nuts and you can see it on their faces, the sense of accomplishment and the future belongs to me! All things are possible and this is that moment for this voyager. I love the castle on the horizon. It is the beginning of a vision that appears in the distance. It is so full of potential and hope. I like the bends in the river. I even like the subtle little footpath that leads up to the castle. And I like the angel bidding the youth bon voyage! It is almost like, as a parent, that moment my kids learned how to ride a bike. You remember that moment? It is almost like this angel says here we go! The guardian angel shoves the boat from the shore, get into the current of the river and see where life takes you.
Now, the one thing that intrigues me, however, is the one thing that is missing, because I think it might be the most important thing and it is missing from all four paintings. Have you picked up on this? The voyager is by himself! There is no one else in the boat. Let me say up front that I don’t think you can get where God wants you to go by yourself. We are designed for community. That is one reason I’m so grateful for our small groups and for this church and family and spiritual family. We need people in our lives to get us where God wants us to go. 

So I want to share seven life lessons that I’ve learned. What we are going to do instead of landing on one passage of Scripture and unpacking it, I want to skip a stone this weekend and touch on some different Scriptures that have been incredibly meaningful to me and see if I can’t shape a few of these life lessons in a way that for some of us who are a little bit further down the road, I think they will just be good reminders to make sure we are on course or have to make mid-course corrections. But for those of us at this bend in the river, at that is a lot of National Community Church, so hopefully these are timely words and the Holy Spirit will take them and let them take root in our hearts.

A number of years ago, six or seven, I used to attend a morning devotional that was hosted by someone who has held some of the highest offices in our government. He is a former Governor and a former Senator, was a Cabinet Member, and before the official workday started, he would have a daily ritual. He would begin in the Word of God and in prayer. I was privileged to be part of these devotionals on a weekly basis for many years. And I’ll never forget the very last day that he held office. A huge corner and we walked in that morning and I was with my friend and mentor Dick Foth, and the shelves and the cabinets were empty. Everything was gone because it was his last day and all the different awards and accomplishments and a handful of degrees, some pictures with different athletes or people, everything that graced his office was gone. A few of us had gathered for this last devotional and I will never forget what he said. It was so profound. He said all the trinkets and trophies are gone and everything of value is here. In other words, those accomplishments, awards, degrees, cool pictures with cool people are nice, but those aren’t the things of value. What he was saying in that moment was that he valued relationships most, family, friends, people that had been on this journey, in the boat with him.

It was a profound moment for me. Few people in the political realm will match his achievements, but all the things he had accumulated didn’t really matter at the end of the day. Someday, our shelves will be bare and our cabinets will be empty. The big question is – who is going to be there with us in that moment. It is our relationships, the relationship that we have forged with God, that was meant to be an eternal relationship with our Creator and then the relationships we have formed with those that God has brought into our lives. Those are the eternal things.

So I have a question for you. Who is in your boat? Who are you doing life with? Who are you discipling and who is discipling you? I don’t know who said it first but when in doubt call it an African proverb, if you want to go fast, go alone; if you want to go far, go together.  Even God, it is not the great mission, it is the great co-mission! My hunch is that God could accomplish more without us because we would be out of the way then. But God says, ‘I love doing stuff together.’  I’ve learned this over the last few years, sometimes the hard way, but after I came up with my life goal list, one thing I did years later was I went back and I adapted it because a lot of those goals, I was able to accomplish by myself. But what I realized was that when I accomplish some goals by myself, it was just joy times one. Then I discovered that when I have someone with me, like one moment I remember in particular was after a year of discipleship and running a sprint triathlon with Parker that we had trained together as father and son and that moment when we crossed that finish line, it was joy times two! Squared! It was awesome! I don’t want to get where God wants me to go by myself and that is not his plan.

I think here is part of what I’m trying to say, choose your friends wisely. As I look back on my life, I’ve made a few mistakes along the way but some other people I believe God has brought into my life to pull things out of me that I didn’t even know were there. Every Timothy needs a Paul.
I Corinthians 15:33 is so point blank. It says

Do not be misled. Bad company corrupts good character. Come back to your senses as you ought and stop sinning. 

I’m going to shoot straight because some of us need to hear this. For some of us, the only way we are going to stop sinning is if we lose some friends. If you have an issue with alcohol, if you don’t control it but it controls you and then you are hanging around friends that drink until they are drunk, bad company corrupts good character. So do the people you are around bring out the best in you or do they bring out the worst in you? Do you like who you are when you are with them or is that the person you don’t want to be? You’ve got to ask some tough questions. 
So my first piece of advice is maybe you need to lose some friends, or lead them to Christ. But then let me flip it because I think you could probably say good company helps good character. You’ve got to find some people to be around. If you want to become better at tennis, who should you play against? Your six year old daughter? I don’t think so. You have to find somebody who is better at tennis than you are, then your game will get to their level. I don’t care what sport, if you want to get better, you play with someone better. That’s why I want to be around people who are more generous than me because it pulls it out of me. I want to be around people who can pray because it pulls it out of me. This week, Lora and I had dinner with some friends and one couple at the church and he is not just a PhD, he is an MD PhD, like a doctor doctor! That is serious! You’ve got to be a lot smarter than me to do that so I started asking questions. I want to know what is in that mind. I want to be around someone who is smarter than me and who is closer to Christ than me, that is further along the road than me. You can call it finding a mentor I suppose but here is what I’m saying in general. You look at the disciples, and these are not the folks that were voted most likely to succeed in high school. In fact, because we know the synagogue system and the way it worked, we know that they weren’t in the top of the class. In fact, they probably flunked out of the synagogue system because they weren’t viewed as rabbi material. Then Jesus comes along and says, ‘Let’s not get you in a classroom but why don’t you come and hang out with me for three years and let’s see what happens if we get in the boat together.’  Ah and they had some moments in the boat didn’t they! Wow! 
And that’s why I love Acts 4:13

When they saw the courage of Peter and John and realized that they were unschooled, ordinary men, they were astonished and they took note that these men had been with Jesus.

Could we stand to spend a little bit more time with Jesus? I think we could! I don’t know what is going on in your life but spend a little bit more time with Jesus. Spend more time with Jesus. Let’s choose our friends wisely and I think that would start by you making a choice. God has already chosen you but you have to make a choice to be in relationship with Him and I challenge you to do that this weekend.

Get around people, do whatever it takes.  When I was a teenager, my future father-in-law, who I had no idea would be my father-in-law, I was not dating his daughter yet, but I wanted to be around him. I saw a spiritual giant, someone that if there was some way for some teenage kid to be around him, I wanted to be around him. There was something three hours out of town and I volunteered to drive him. I remember I had to pick him up at 5:00 am.  At that point in my life, I didn’t even know 5:00 am existed! It one of the funny memories, it was crazy, this was probably the one time in his life that he overslept and he wasn’t up. He was normally up at 3:30 praying but he wasn’t up and I had to knock on the door and walk around the house. It was awkward but I’ll never forget that three hour car ride and three hours back. I discovered I wanted to be around him and people like him.
Do you remember how Pastor Joel got here to Washington D.C.? There was an opportunity, Dick Foth was looking for a driver, a protégé to hang out with him and drive him and be with him in meetings and Joel said, ‘Me!’  That’s how Pastor Joel made it to Washington D.C. He got around someone that he knew it would be good to be around that person. Then God began to unfold his plan and purpose. We have a staff of 50 plus at this point, but at one point, Joel was our second staff member. I’m so grateful for Pastor Joel and his leadership but it started with him just making a decision to get around someone that he needed to be around. Who do you need to be around? Who needs to be in the boat with you? 

So, what I wanted to focus on this weekend is just this simple what is missing from this picture. But let me talk about these other six far more briefly.  So, number two, read like crazy!

I love this little statement in II Timothy 4:13

Be sure and bring my books.

So Paul is writing and he has forgotten some of his books. I don’t believe you go anywhere without something to read and that includes the bathroom!  I have a book with me all the time because if I have down time, I want to be learning and stretching. I believe that leaders are readers and readers are leaders. This is where this stage of life, youth is just beginning to voyage, I think it is critical. Here’s my mindset, I heard once that the average author takes about two years to write a book. In my experience, I think that is give or take, pretty true. So I felt like if I read a book, I would gain two years of life experience. When I graduated from college, I started to read veraciously. Part of it was because I wanted to make up for my lack of experience. I had the privilege of starting to pastor this church when I had just turned 26 and you don’t have a whole lot of life experience under your belt and you need some help and my help came in the form of books. So I used to read on average about 200 books a year. By my math, I felt like that meant I was gaining 400 years of life experience. Are you tracking with me? I’m at least 6,000 years old! By the time I die, I’d like to be 12 or 13,000 years old! I can’t read as much as I used to. It was a little bit easier when the church was 19 people! What are going to do with all of your spare time? I read. But what I’m saying is that we need to be learners. The word ‘disciple’ from the Greek literally means learner. I love I Corinthians 8:2

He who thinks he knows does not yet know as he ought to know.

In other words, the more you know, the more you know how much you don’t know.  It is about taking a learning posture. I love new learning curves because I want to stretch myself to continue to learn. I think you need to live like you’ll die tomorrow but learn like you’ll live forever. I didn’t coin that but in other words, learn as much as you can about as much as you can. Why? Because God made everything and every ‘ology’ is a branch of theology. I won’t go into detail but you read John 9 and this miracle of Jesus healing a man born blind. If you don’t know a little bit about neurology and synaptogenesis, you miss the miracle. Learn as much as you can about as much as you can at this stage of life. It is so critical. And then you keep learning until the day you die.
Number three, make pre-decisions. I love Joshua 24:22

You are a witness to your own decision.

Here is where I want to push a little bit. Destiny is not a mystery, destiny is a decision. Daily decisions, defining decisions, it is about the decisions we make and a pre-decision is a decision you make before you have to make a decision. Let me say a couple of other things. Indecision is a decision. And tough decisions only get tougher. If we are indecisive, we’ve got to look in the mirror and realize we are called upon to make decisions. Decisions are critical in our lives. I think that pre-decisions come in three forms. I think you need to establish good habits, good boundaries and good priorities. Let me talk about those three things briefly. Establish priorities. I think this is about living for the applause of nail-scarred hands. Too many of us live for the applause of people. It is about caring less and less what people think and realizing at the end of the day, I’m not going to stand before your judgment throne, I am going to stand before the judgment throne of God. Thank God my sin is forgiven and forgotten. It is nailed to the cross so I’m not going to have to give account for that because Jesus already did but I sure hope that I’ve got some good works to lay at the feet of Jesus when the day is done. That is the judgment seat I’m going to stand before and it is about priorities.  Stephen Covey said anything less than a conscience commitment to the important is an unconscious commitment to the unimportant. Many of us are just doing unimportant things because we never stop to think about what really is our priority.  

Matthew 6:33 tells us our priority, seek second the kingdom of God.  No! Does it say seek third? No! Does it say seek first the kingdom of God? Yes.  Seek first the kingdom and his righteousness and all these things will be given to you as well.  Not later, now. God doesn’t want leftovers, He wants the first fruits. We’ve got to realize that saying yes to one thing is saying no to something else. Establish priorities. Then you have to remind yourself over and over and over again. Here is one of mine. Put your family first. Now, God comes first, but if there is a conflict between ministry and family, it is a no-brainer. My family comes first. That is my first responsibility, my first ministry. And that’s why I put different boundaries in place to guard my time with my wife and my kids. This year, I’m only doing 12 overnight speaking trips. I felt like it was time for me to scale way back because of the age and stage of my kids. That is my priority. At the end of the day, I want to be famous in my home. I want those who know me best to respect me most. That means I’ve got to have those priorities in place.

Establish boundaries. This is where some of us might need to move an ancient boundary stone back where it belongs because we have compromised our values or our convictions in the workplace, in a relationship. And what is awesome about this is this is right about where the Holy Spirit goes to work and convicts us. And you know exactly what that thing is. I don’t have to tell you but you might need to move that boundary stone back to the place where it belongs. I’d say stay out of bed until you are married. I’d say stay out of depreciating debt as best as you can so that you don’t have an albatross over your life or so that you don’t have the freedom in this youth stage in life to go to a mission field or do whatever it is that God has called you to do. I would say make a pre-decision and give God the first ten percent and then see if you can’t play a little game and give Him a greater percent every year. But this is about establishing boundaries.

Then finally, establish habits, not just good habits but God habits. This is where you’ve got to get into God’s Word and study it.  You’ve got to be in prayer. You’ve got to cultivate this habit called fasting and this habit called journaling. II Corinthians 10:5
Take every thought captive and make it obedient to Christ.

How do you take it captive? The shortest pencil is longer than the longest memory. So that means we need to be writing down. Next to my Bible, my prayer journal is sacred to me. So I write things down. If I’m in a meeting with you or if I’m listening to our teaching team, it doesn’t matter where I am, I’m writing things down. If it is something I feel like I need to pray about, I circle it! I want to take captive every thought and make it obedient to Christ.

Cultivate sensitivity to the Holy Spirit. Acts 15:28 is pretty good MO right here.

It seemed good to us and to the Holy Spirit.

I hope you aren’t making decisions just because they seem good to you. There ought to be a confirmation and the Holy Spirit is good at a check or a balance or a confirmation and what we’ve got to do is cultivate a sensitivity to the Holy Spirit so we can discern his voice. Is that easy to do? No. It is like learning a new language. It’s like going into a language class for one day and then being frustrated because you don’t know the language yet.  It takes a long time to learn a language. To learn the language of the Holy Spirit takes a long time, but if you asked me to dial in on the bulls-eye, I would say what I want is for my kids to cultivate a sensitivity to the Holy Spirit so that when He convicts and when He prompts they will be obedient.

This week, my tooth blew up on me and I had some dull pain and then it grew into more than dull pain. I functioned for 48 hours on Vicadin, which was interesting. In those 48 hours, I met with architects, went through some architectural designs, had one speaking engagement with some CEOs of non-profits, went to some other meetings, and I have no idea what I said. That’s a little scary! I finally got in to see the endodontist, the ones that do the root canal and they took some ice but first they did a little tap test. Then they took ice and said, ‘Tell me if you feel this,’ on a tooth with a live nerve. Yes! I feel that! Then he goes to the tooth that is in question, is that nerve still alive, and sure enough, I didn’t feel a thing. And that indicated that the nerve ending was dead. We all have spiritual nerve endings and if we are careful, if we are not in the Word, it is the Word of God that keeps those spiritual nerve endings on red alert. So if we aren’t in a place where our conscience is being cultivated, how do you do that? You download the Word of God. It’s this external Word that gets downloaded in here so that in the shadows you make good decisions because the Holy Spirit is your guide and you’ve got the Word of God in you. You’ve got to cultivate that sensitivity to the Holy Spirit.
I believe that the answer to about every prayer is more of the Holy Spirit. Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, gentleness, faithfulness, self-control. You probably can’t identify a single situation where that isn’t really what you need more of it. You need more love. You need more self-control. You need more faithfulness. So what you need is not more of those things. What you need is more of the Holy Spirit that produces those things in you. You’ve got to cultivate a sensitivity to the Holy Spirit.

Number five, enjoy the journey. Here’s what I believe, God wants you to get where God wants you to go more than you want to get where God wants you to go. So relax! Guardian angel, God orders our footsteps. All things work together for good to them that love Him and are called according to his purpose. He who began a good work will carry it to completion. He prepares good works in advance. Ephesians 2:10.  We need to stand on those promises! God is one who is going to get us where we need to go. We just need to stay humble and stay hungry. If we posture ourselves in that way, God is going to get us there. The challenge is that we usually want to get there quicker. I promise you this, it is probably going to be harder and probably take longer to get where God wants you to go, but that is because God cares less about what you are doing and more about who you are becoming.  
 I want everybody to dial in right here because I think this is God’s word to us as a church. I have felt this so strongly since Easter and the Holy Spirit keeps bringing it back up so I keep trying to pay attention to it. I felt like the Lord said, ‘Mark, some great things have happened at National Community Church,’ and we praise Him, we don’t take any of it for granted. It is the favor of God. We celebrate every person that has found faith in Jesus Christ, those who have begun a spiritual journey, those who have continued their voyage. I praise God for what He has done. But I felt like the Holy Spirit said, ‘I’m still laying foundation.’  God is still laying the foundation for this church. I’m 17 years, some of you might be 10 or 2 or 2 weeks or this is your first Sunday, but it is about the voyage. It is about allowing God to lay that foundation and not being too consumed about where we need to get and just stop and in the words of Jesus, consider the lilies. I love that little phrase. It is Jesus’ version of stop and smell the roses. I think sometimes we are in such a hurry to get where God wants us to go that we never get anything out of it. So God can’t graduate us to the next place spiritually.

I won’t go into detail but you know I have a pretty driven personality and a little bit of a competitive streak and I never drive any place without wanting to get here in record time. But a defining moment for me was the first year of pastoring this church and thinking to myself that when we are 100 people or 1,000 people then pastoring is going to be so much more fun. But it will just be more complicated. And the Lord spoke to me and said, ‘Mark, you be the best pastor to 50 people that you can be and then 500 or whatever but you just enjoy the journey.’  It was a profound moment because we fall into the when/then trap. When I get married, then I’m going to be happy. No you won’t, not if you aren’t now. When I have kids, then… when I get the promotion… when I get the retirement… well, then you are going to die! So, it’s always about when I’m in the next place. But no, it is about learning to be content, as Paul said, in every situation. In every situation, God has you right where He wants you right now. Sometimes it is ok to pray for deliverance from situations, but sometimes God wants to take us through them because 9 times out of 10 your ministry to others will be where you have been hurt. It is your pain that is going to result in someone else’s gain. It is hard to help someone if you have not gone through that thing yourself. But then God redeems it and recycles it and uses you. So right now, we are in a unique stage of life and I’m bound and determined to enjoy every second of it. That’s true of family life too. Whatever stage your kids are in, if you are waiting for the next stage, don’t do that! Seize the moment and enjoy the journey.
Number six, think long. Zachariah 4:10

Don’t despise the day of small beginnings. 

We overestimate what we can do it two years but we underestimate what God can do in two decades. So zoom out, get some perspective. We want things to happen at the speed of light but things generally happen at the speed of a seed planted in the ground. It is the law of sowing and reaping. This is where, just jot down law of sowing and reaping. You cannot break it. It is an unbreakable law. If you plant kindness, you will reap kindness. If you plant generosity, you will reap generosity. If you plant love, you will reap it. So I don’t know any farmer that would plant beans and be surprised when the beans sprout up instead of corn! You know what seeds you planted in the ground. What seeds are we planting in the ground that can be harvested in 10 or 20 or 40 years or more importantly for eternity? 

I would say do little things like they are big things. And if you do, God will do big things like they are little things. The Bible talks about being faithful with a few things. In other words, think long. Our 20/20 Vision is 20 locations, not just around the metro D.C. area but around the world. In fact, let me let the cat out of the bag, we have officially signed a lease for a café space in Berlin, Germany, let the games begin!  We are thinking long! How can we make a difference? And the Bible speaks in generational terms. How can I live my life in a way that my kids or those who come behind me can stand on my shoulders and see a little bit further and do a little bit more and advance the kingdom of God a little bit farther?

Number seven, be yourself. At the end of the day, God is not going to say why weren’t you more like Billy Graham.  Why weren’t you more like Mother Teresa? He is going to say why weren’t you more like you. This could come across as very self-serving so let me be very careful here. There never has been, never will be anyone like you. That is not a testament to you, that is a testament to the God who created you, unique, unlike anybody else. Quit trying to be someone else. You bring something unique to this church, to the kingdom of God. No one can worship God like you or for you. That’s why when you go missing, the body hurts as a result. This is all hands on deck, so when each one of us is faithful to be ourselves, it is a powerful thing. 
Let me close with this story. Graham Greene, the English playwrite and author once said, and it is one of my favorite quotes, he said there is always one moment in childhood when the door opens and lets the future in. So this week, Joel Buckner, one of our worship leaders was over at our house for dinner and we had a wonderful conversation. I asked him how he knew he had a voice, and does he have a voice! He told me that his parents pastored a church and when he was 12 years old, they asked him to sing and they weren’t sure what would happen but he got up and he sang In Christ Alone by Michael English. Now there’s a little blast from the past! He got up and sang that song at 12 years of age and made his momma cry and made his momma proud. In fact, he said she was speechless. I said Joel, that is the moment the window opened and let the future in.  And at 13 he started leading worship at his parents’ church and here he is at National Community Church as one of our worship leaders. I love the way that God is working through him.

So my question is, what is that moment in childhood or as a youth where you weren’t just painting a picture that ended up on a refrigerator but there was an artist or a painter. You weren’t just taking piano lessons but this is a musician. You weren’t just building Legos, you were an engineer. There was something that opened up and let the future in. If we aren’t careful, that boat hits shore and we miss the path up to the castle. We go about our life and we make a living instead of making a life.

I’m here to say it is never too late to be who you might have been. I’m also going to tell you that you’ve got to be in relationship with your Creator and your Redeemer, the One who has plans and purposes for you. For me, that moment was as a sophomore in high school, speech class, the final assignment was to give a speech and I don’t know why but I decided to give a salvation sermon. I don’t think anybody got saved! But I gave it my best go and ministry or pastoring wasn’t even on my radar and I remember my mom somehow got a hold of that speech and gave it to my grandma and my grandma gave it to her Bible study leader and her Bible study leader read it and asked my grandma, ‘Has Mark ever thought about ministry?’ So my grandma asked my mom and my mom asked me, and I said, ‘Well, not until now!’  It was a moment when the window opened and let the future in.

You surrender your life to the Lord Jesus Christ and the window will open. Not just the future but eternity will come rushing in. The voyage of eternity will begin. 

Bow your heads and close your eyes. I want to ask if there is anybody here this weekend that says it is time for me to take my hand off the tiller and give it to Jesus and let Him be the Captain of my soul and let Him take control of my life because I’m not sure I like where I’m going or where I’ve been.  If you are here this weekend and you would say that you want to be in right relationship with your Creator. The way that happens is very simple. A simple prayer, in your heart, pray that prayer with me.

Lord Jesus, I confess that I am a sinner in need of a Savior. I’ve gotten off the course that I was meant to be on. I’ve made some bad choices that have led me to a place that I don’t want to be. So I find myself in this place crying out for help and I thank You that You are there and You will never leave me nor forsake me. You’ve been waiting for this moment for me to turn to You to realize that You are already facing me and embracing me ready to forgive me and give me a new purpose in life. 

Lord right now, I thank You and praise You for each person that is putting their faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. A new day, a new chapter, a new life begins right here right now and we celebrate it in Jesus’ name, Amen.  

Let’s give the Lord a hand for what He is doing!
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