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Whenever I feel like getting into a nostalgic mode, I put 100 Years to Live on repeat.  Either that or Cats in the Cradle but it gets you thinking about life and the truth is, you might not have 100 years to live, you might have less than that. But we are talking about the voyage of life and I think stepping back from the middle of all the busyness, it is like the pilot who came over the intercom and said, ‘I have some good news and some bad news, the good news is we are lost and the good news is we are making great time!’  
We are like that! We are flying through life but this series is a way for us to say hold on! Let’s make sure we are doing this the right way.

So welcome all of our locations! We are thrilled you are here spending this weekend with us at National Community Church. Before I jump into the message, I want to extend an invitation. I believe we live in a culture that celebrates 15 minutes of fame more than a lifetime of faithfulness and we need to flip it. So we are going to host an event on June 6 and I’m so excited about it. It’s called City Fathers. We want to invite five area pastors who have been there and done that for a long time. I think the shortest tenured pastor is 25 years. I think one has been at it for 45 years. So we want to host an event for our city, sit at the feet and give honor where honor is due, glean some wisdom from our elders and maybe a generational blessing passed on. So we have invited these five pastors to come and I felt like I wanted to invite our church family. So June 6, I think it would be well worth your time, take a day off work, go to www.cityfathers.org and we would love for you to be part of that event. I think it is going to be huge for us, for our city and for the church at large.
Last week, I told you that the youth painting in Thomas Cole’s four part series Voyage of Life was my favorite. But I have to say that this week, to me is the most fascinating. Now, it is the darkest painting and you’ll notice that the water gets rough. In fact, the Voyager is about to hit class five rapids. If you’ve ever gone white water rafting, you know that that’s dangerous and in order to navigate class five safely and successfully, you need to perform what is technically known as a must-make move. I think I’m getting that right. I’m not a professional white water rafter but I’m pretty sure that is the technical term. I think spiritually speaking in this season of life, this third quarter that we are talking about, we already talked about childhood and youth, in this third quarter, there are some must-make moves. I want to talk about some of those this weekend.

Now, what I love about this particular painting is that the voyager is in the posture of prayer. I think you probably picked up on that. Let me say this, prayers are prophesies. Your prayer life is the best most accurate forecast of your future. I absolutely believe that. In fact, if the voyager wasn’t praying, I don’t think there would have been a fourth painting because I’m not sure he would have gotten there. Prayer is so critical in this stage of the river where you’ve got to navigate some tough times.

Finally, if you look closely and carefully at the painting, you’ll notice that there are some demonic forces at play. You’ve got the guardian angel, at this point barely visible through partly cloudy skies, but some of those clouds double as demon faces. Thomas Cole actually names them, Suicide, Temperance and Murder. I’ll come back to them because I want to talk a little bit this weekend about spiritual warfare.
Turn to Ecclesiastes. That’s not one that is too well worn in some of our Bibles. Can you spell it? It is right after Proverbs. So flip over there and we’ll get to it in just a moment.

This week, our executive leadership team went on a little retreat to the hills of Tennessee and in case you care, there are nine Cracker Barrels between D.C. and Bristol Tennessee if you go west on 66 and south on 81. You need to know that. Now, compared to the D.C. metro area, we were in the middle of nowhere! It was so cool! The first night, they had this beautiful fire pit, the kind of fire I like to build, gas! So it was around midnight and we were sitting around the fire pit having a great conversation and at some point we look up and wondering what are all those dots of light in the sky! In the city, our city lights just dull out the stars, but when you are in the country the stars pop out! So it was awesome! At one point, Ryan Zemple takes out his phone and points it towards the sky. I’m thinking, are you seriously taking pictures of the stars! I was thinking it wouldn’t even show up but come to find out, Ryan has an app for constellations. Does anybody have that? I don’t even know what this app is called but you need to know, on my best day, I might be able to spot the Big Dipper. Beyond that, I don’t even know what anything else is. So he was pointing out this and this and at one point, he pointed to the ground and said the sun is there on the other side of the earth. That app was awesome so I took his phone and I was pointing it and there was a bear! It was incredible! The app connected the dots between those stars and revealed those constellations. Ok, I think the book of Ecclesiastes is like an astronomical app, if you will, because it is like Solomon gets to the end and he is connecting the dots from childhood to youth to adulthood to old age. Look at this and this and this and connect the dots. In fact, I’m going to give you a homework assignment, read the entire book of Ecclesiastes but don’t just read it because reading without meditating is like eating without digesting. So meditate your way through it and see if God has something to say to you. We are just going to touch some of the high points. 

I think the bottom line is this – the message of Ecclesiastes is that most of us spend most of our lives accumulating the wrong thing. Or maybe a better way of saying it is that we spend a ton of time, energy and money climbing the ladder of success only to realize it was leaning against the wrong wall.  So we get there and it isn’t what we thought it would be. So Solomon writes a book to keep up from wasting our lives, to keep us from getting to the end of our lives and having a ton of regrets.

We are going to look at the last chapter but before we get there, this is going to be the longest introduction ever. Ecclesiastes, think of it as a memoir of sorts. It is Solomon’s soliloquy. Like the voyager in the boat, Solomon sets out on this epistemological adventure searching for the purpose of life and he seeks it a couple of different places. First, he seeks it with pleasure. He is an epicurean. His MO is eat drink and be merry. He said that he denied himself nothing, and he was the king, which meant he could have whatever he wanted, which meant he literally denied himself nothing. For the record, Solomon had 1,000 concubines, but that’s for another message.  Enough is never enough in Ecclesiastes. I don’t care what we are talking about and I think this one of the lessons that Solomon learns. By the way, John D. Rockefeller, who the founder of Standard Oil and if you adjust for inflation, he may rank as the wealthiest person to ever live, was once asked how much money is enough and I think his answer was one dollar more. Enough is never enough. It doesn’t even matter what ‘it’ is, we think we will enjoy life if we have more of ‘it.’  Last week, I said we don’t need to know more, we need to do more with what we know. Let me piggyback off of that and say that the key to joy is not getting what you want, you need to redefine want! That’s where we need to start. We redefine it and I think the key to joy is being grateful for what you have. In other words, those simple pleasures, those are the greatest gifts that God has given us. I’m going to throw this one in for free, jot this down, we live with a scarcity mentality and we feel like the more we give, the less we’ll have. It is not true. I would say that the more you give away, the more you will enjoy what you keep.
So if you tithe, which means 10 percent, if you give God 10 percent, I promise you will enjoy the 90 percent 10 percent more. I’ve never done a study on it but it is true. If you go 20/80 and you give 20 percent, I think that you will enjoy the 80 percent 20 percent more. Jesus said it is more blessed to give than to receive. A lose translation of blessing would be happy, you could even say it is more fun to give. These are lessons that Solomon learned. Solomon tried pleasure, absolute indulgence, and I know that some of you are epicureans. You wouldn’t call yourselves that per say. We wouldn’t introduce ourselves that way but the truth is, almost subconsciously, we think that if we get more of this and more of that, that will be the key. More awards, more food, more sex, more money, more whatever is the underlying message of our culture. Our culture is lying to us! Solomon could have whatever he wanted whenever he wanted it and it left him absolutely empty. See, the problem is that you need more and more of whatever it is to get the same fix. So that’s how you become an addict. And if you are addicted to alcohol or work or pornography or food, the root problem is probably that you bought into a lie of the enemy, the same lie that Adam and Eve bought into, that enough isn’t enough, that God was holding out on them, that in order to live the good life, they needed more of something else. They thought God was holding out on them so they ate from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil and what they thought would bring them the good life, a little bit more, ended up putting them to death spiritually. And we fall into the same trap.
Here’s the bottom line: epicureanism fails! It will never fulfill. It will not satisfy that deep desire in your heart. I know many feel like if we make a lot of money and try it and see, but it does not work. So then Solomon does something different. Epicureanism isn’t quite what I thought it would be. Let me try academia. So he goes from sensual to intellectual. Solomon was absolutely brilliant. He studied everything from philosophy to botany. Listen to this description of Solomon in I Kings 4

Solomon’s wisdom was greater than all the famous Easterners, greater than all the wisdom of Egypt.

Egypt was an incredibly advanced ancient society. They build pyramids! But Solomon was smarter. Solomon spoke 3,000 proverbs and 1,005 songs. The 5 is what’s interesting to me. That’s more song than Curtis Parks, Chris Douglas, Joel Buchner and Steph Moder combined! That’s impressive! Songwriter, philosopher, and then it said he described the botany of trees and also described cattle, birds, anything that crawls on the ground, fish, this guy knows almost everything about everything! Smart dude! Yet, those intellectual pursuits don’t cut it.  He comes to this sad conclusion. In much wisdom is much vexation and he who increases knowledge increases sorrow. Ouch. So epicureanism isn’t cutting it, intellectualism is not cutting it, so Solomon decides to try to lose himself in his work. He gets busy. This is a guy who built a palace. He built a temple. He built a kingdom. These are significant achievements. He climbed the corporate ladder all the way to the top but at the end of the day, he is still singing the Rolling Stones, I can’t get no satisfaction. That’s going to be in your head the rest of the day!

Listen, not much has changed. We are still making the same mistakes. Epicureanism is not dead, it is alive and well and dressed up in sophisticated advertisements about the most interesting man in the world. Intellectualism is our fallback. We think, we may not say it, but we think we know more or know better than God. We want God to meet the litmus test of our lives. Let me tell you something, the Almighty doesn’t fit within the logical constraints of your left brain. And if He does, you have an idol that is way too small.  And we are working ourselves to death. We are so busy climbing the ladder, especially in a city like this. 

So you get to the end of the book of Ecclesiastes and I don’t know how else to describe it but it is like Solomon silly slaps us and says this

Remember your Creator in the days of your youth before the evil days come and the years draw near of which you will say I have no pleasure in them.  The end of the matter is this, fear God and keep his commandments, for this is the whole duty of man, for God will bring every deed into judgment, every secret thing, whether good or evil.

Let’s talk about that for a few minutes.  When researchers track what thoughts flow through the human consciousness, studies have found that the average person thinks daily thoughts about the future about 12 percent of the time. What is interesting to me about that is my best guess is that 90 percent of that 12 percent would be somewhere on the spectrum from undefined anxiety to downright fear about the future. So that leaves about 1.8 percent that we are actually thinking about the future. 

I think there are two kinds of people in the world, those who let things happen and those who make things happen. Most of us spend more time planning a two week vacation than we do the rest of our lives. And then we wonder why we aren’t headed in a direction. We are living by default instead of living by design. You might say, ‘But Jesus said don’t worry about tomorrow.’  Exactly! The key word there is worry. Don’t worry about tomorrow. He didn’t say don’t think about tomorrow. He didn’t say don’t play for tomorrow or don’t dream about tomorrow. We’ve got to think about the future. Before we know it, today is going to be tomorrow and tomorrow is going to be yesterday. We can’t just think about tomorrow, we need to think about eternity. So the Bible pushes us even further and says whatever stage we are in, we need to think not just about the end of your life, you need to think about eternity.
Blaze Pascal said our imagination so magnifies the present because we continually think about it and so reduces eternity because we don’t think about it, we turn eternity into nothing and nothing into eternity, and the enemy tricks us. So we’ve got to step back and think about eternity.

I think that’s what Solomon does. It is almost like he takes us into the future to the end of our lives and makes us look back. 

I want to do that for a moment. In the very first message I ever preached, 17 years ago, I cited a study about 50 people who were 100 years old were asked on question – if you had your life to do over again, what would you do differently? That’s a good question to ask 50 people who are 100 years old. But we didn’t do this for this but we had a little fun. Parker had a little video project to work on so can I invite you into our back yard and show this to you?

{video clip} {Summary of spoken words from video: the three answers given by the 50 people surveyed were: we would risk more, we would reflect more, and we would do more things that live on after we are gone.}

One of my all-time favorite books is Stephen Covey’s classis Seven Habits of Highly Effective People. I have it, some of you have read it. Begin with the end in mind. That is what this is about. When you get to the end of your life, what would you do differently? So why don’t we do that now! Why don’t we risk more? Why don’t we reflect more? Why don’t we do more things that live on after we die?

Here’s the key – I think we need to begin every day at the judgment seat of Christ because that is where we are going to eventually end up. 

We need to start with a clear understanding of our destination. We get this when we are traveling someplace. We use GPS, it is amazing, we enter a destination and some Australian lady reserve engineers and tells us where to turn and when to turn and we get there! I think we over complicate things.

Let me ask you a couple of questions this weekend. If you were to die today, do you know for sure that you would go to heaven? If the answer is no, I have some good news for you because you can know that you know. But here’s the simple answer, you need to make a reservation. How do you do that? You can’t just show up. The Bible says in John 1:9: To as many as have received Him, to them He gave the power to become the children of God.  So what happens the moment we receive Jesus as our Lord and Savior, it is like our adoption papers are signed, sealed and delivered. We become a child of God.

Romans 10:9-10 says

If you confess with your mouth Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you shall be saved.

So you’ve got to make a reservation. You’ve got to be prepared for that moment.

Here’s the second question – if God said, ‘Why should I let you in?’ What would you say?  That’s another good question to ask. This is not a multiple choice. There is only one right answer and it is this – because of the righteousness of Christ.  Please track with me right here because this is critical. Your good works will not get you in and your bad works will not keep you out. This is not about you. There is nothing you can do right or wrong that will get you in or out. This is about what Christ, the sinless Son of God, accomplished for us on the cross. So two transactions take place when you put your faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. One, your sin is transferred to his account and paid in full. Your sin is nailed to the cross. Amen! Then secondly, his righteousness is transferred to our account. So we get credit for what He did right? Yes! That’s why it is called the gospel which means good news! This is great news! My sin is forgiven and forgotten so when I stand before the Father, He doesn’t see my sin because my sin has already been blotted out. My sin is under the blood of Jesus. It was forgiven and forgotten a long time ago and what He sees is the righteousness of his Son. So I stand before the Father, not because I deserve anything but because Jesus loved me enough to go to the cross for me and so I stand forgiven by Him.

Those who do not accept the free gift of salvation, who reject that, will someday stand before what is called the great white throne judgment and they will be judged for their sins. Those who have put their faith in Jesus Christ will stand before a very different judgment seat. It is referred to as a place of reward. This is a place where an athlete competing in the ancient Greek Olympic games would come to be crowned with the wreath of victory. That’s where we will be rewarded for our righteous deeds and we’ve got to being every day at the judgment seat of Christ because at the end of the day, that is where we are going to stand. 

It says remember your creator in the weeks of your youth. No, in the months? No, in the years? No, in the days of your youth. Remember. Now, we tend to remember what we should forget and forget what we should remember. That is why I believe that building altars is hugely important. Not physical altars per say made out of stone like they did in the Old Testament, but my office, my life is surrounded by what I would call spiritual mementos that remind me of the faithfulness of God. I refused to put meaningless things on my wall. So if you walk in our house, you would find things that are a little bit more decorative. I have all of our old addresses that we’ve ever lived at from our childhood on, but part of that is a reminder of where we’ve been and that God has been with us the entire time. You will find our family Coat of Arms and our family values on it. You would find different things. I just ordered some canvases because I felt like there were some moments to capture. I want those moments. I want to walk by and see those moments in print form. We need daily reminders. Jesus said do this in remembrance of Me when He referred to communion. That’s why we take communion. We need to be reminded it is a pilgrimage back to the foot of the cross.  Read Deuteronomy 6, it is all about surrounding ourselves with reminders of God’s faithfulness and God’s goodness to ping ourselves.

So my question is – how are you reminding yourself on a daily basis of God’s goodness and God’s faithfulness? Sometimes that is as simple as just jumping into God’s Word but there are other ways. There are creative ways to remind ourselves of who God is and what He has done. So we need daily reminder and I also think we need daily rituals. Let me give you a little formula. I said this last week, destiny is not a mystery, destiny is a decision. But let me give you this formula. I think destiny equals defining decisions plus daily rituals plus the favor of God. The favor of God to me is what God can do for you that you can’t do for yourself. So at the end of the day, I pray for the favor of God as much as I pray for anything. And you know what? If I’m living in obedience, then I expect it because God promises it. So then we can live with this holy confidence that is a humble boldness, if you will, because you know that He who began a good work will carry it to completion and that all things work together for good and that I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me. Then you start standing on those promises. He orders my footsteps. He is preparing good works in advance. You start to stand on the Word of God and operate in this holy confidence. 
I’m not going to talk about defining decisions because we talked about it last week, but these daily rituals is where the battle is won or lost. So, when was the last time you examined your daily routine? What is working and what is not working? Most of us get into a rut and some of us have good habits but we keep running on autopilot but I’ve found that when the routine becomes routine, you need to change the routine. So that requires some self-examination. What are those daily rituals you need to establish?

It says remember your Creator in the days of your youth before the evil days come. Now that is interesting because it makes me think of two passages, one in Ephesians 5: Make the most of every opportunity because the days are evil.  In other words, if you are looking for an excuse, you will find one. But if you are looking for an opportunity, you will find one. Every day there are opportunities all around us all the time. It is about posturing ourselves where we are ready for those opportunities that typically come disguised as problems. Then secondly, I think about Ephesians 6: Finally be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power, put on the full armor of God so you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes.  I want to tell you something. The devil hates you and has a terrible plan for your life. God loves you and has a wonderful plan for your life. But we are naïve if we think that the enemy, well, the more God uses you, the bigger the enemy’s target will be. I always think of the Far Side cartoon with the two deer. One of them has a huge target and one deer says to the other, ‘bummer of a birthmark, Hal!’  You’ve got a target on your back. So if you aren’t experiencing some spiritual opposition, I’m concerned because that means the enemy is leaving you alone. Why? Because if you are comfortable, he is going to let you do your thing and run its course because you are already neutralized. He that is in us is greater than he that is in the world. If God is for us, who can be against us? So we don’t have anything to fear, but we better be aware of that guardian angel and of those demonic forces. Our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against powers and principalities and authorities in the dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realm. It says therefore put on the full armor of God so that when the day of evil comes. Those days are going to come. 
Here’s the challenge about the third-quarter, you come face to face with reality. Your friends start getting divorced. One of my friends I played basketball with just about died. He had quadruple open heart surgery. You start hitting a place in life where you know that bad things happen to good people. Reality check here, Jesus said in this world you will have trouble but take heart, I have overcome the world. Sometimes He will deliver us miraculously but sometimes, He says I will never leave you nor forsake you but this is going to be tough to get through but we are going to get through it together. That’s the difference. We do not have insurance against trouble. But we have a God who will get us through it and then a promise that all things work together for good to them that love God and are called according to his purpose.

We sometimes fail to realize that we were born in the middle of a battlefield between good and evil. John 10 says that the enemy comes to steal, kill and destroy. That is his objective in your life. But Jesus said that you might have life and have it more abundantly. The war rages around us. So we’ve got to realize and we’ve got to put on the full armor of God.
One last little piece of advice. Don’t give the enemy an inch or he will take a mile. Ephesians 4:26 says: Don’t let the sun go down on your anger. That is incredible marital advice and other advice. Anger turns into bitterness which turns into resentment and it becomes so poisonous in our spirit and then one day, we forgot that we let the sun go down on our anger and then years later, we wonder why we are angry. We can’t put our finger on it but there is forgiveness in our life. There is bitterness in our spirit we’ve never dealt with. Then it says: Do not give the devil a foothold.  
The end of the matter is this – fear God and keep his commandments. This is the whole duty of man. I don’t have time to drill down on this but the bottom line is this, the Bible says that the fear of God is the beginning of wisdom. Let me just say this, the fear of man is the beginning of foolishness. You will do foolish things if you fear the people around you more than you fear God. This is not doing the right thing for the wrong reasons. Listen, the Bible says perfect love casts out all fear. God wants us to be motivated by his love. The word ‘fear’ means an awesome respect for his power, for his justice, for his mercy. It means we walk with a sense that God is holy.  Jesus says there is one great commandment, love the Lord your God with all your heart and soul and mind and strength, and love your neighbor as yourself. Awesome! That’s it! 
Let’s pray.

Lord help us not to just be hearers of your Word but help us respond to it. 

With your heads bowed and your eyes closed, I’m going to ask a quick question, if you are here this weekend and those two questions I asked, do you know for sure that you would go to heaven and if God said why should I let you in, you don’t know what you would say, but hearing it this weekend, you know that you know, you need an answer. You need to make a reservation. I believe this is your moment. You are not here by accident. You are here by divine appointment. If that is you, if you would say I want to receive the Lord Jesus Christ as my Lord and Savior, I want to ask you to do something. No one is looking around. It is between you and God. Just by a show of your hand, raise it high so I can see it and I know you are making that decision. Yes! Anybody else? If you want to surrender your life to Jesus Christ, let me see your hand.
Lord, I thank You for each hand that’s been raised at each of our locations. God I pray that in this moment, your Holy Spirit would come and seal in them exactly what You have done and that they would know that they are a child of God and that their reservation is made and they can not just look forward to the rest of the journey but look forward to eternity.  These things we pray in Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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