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This is one of those series I really don’t want to come to an end but this is the final week in the Fail series. I want you to know that I’m still failing! Right after Easter, I decided it was time for me to try to get a boater’s license, yes a boater’s license so that I could be legal on the high seas or other bodies of water. I want you to know that I passed that test the third time! If at first, you don’t succeed, try, try again. So I’m still failing. Are you still failing? We are in the right place!
We are going to jump right in. Turn to Revelation 2. We started in Genesis and we are all the way to the book of Revelation and we still have some fail going on here. Revelation 2:1

“Write this letter to the angel of the church in Ephesus. This is the message from the one who holds the seven stars in his right hand, the one who walks among the seven gold lampstands:

We are talking about the Lord Jesus Christ here. We say this all the time but let me say it again, it is not about the name over the church door, it is about the name that is above every name. It is about the name at which every knee will bow and every tongue will confess. There is one name under heaven given unto men by which you must be saved. That is the name of Jesus. 

This week, I was at the Catalyst Conference in Dallas and they interviewed the Baylor basketball coaching staff. I guess they have the second highest winning percentage in the NCAA tournament, number two behind Connecticut, go figure, over the last six years. One of the coaches says something when asked how do they keep the guys humble and how do you keep them grounded. These kids are young and experiencing a measure of success, and one of the coaches said, ’100 years from now, no one will gather on Sunday mornings to worship your name.’  2,000 years later, billions of people gather to worship the name of Jesus.  Jesus said, ‘I will build my church,’ emphasis on ‘I’ and ‘my’.  All we have to do is stay out of the way and if we can stay out of the way, He is going to do what He does. All of that to say this, there is one Shepherd of this church and it is the Lord Jesus Christ and He walks among the golden lampstands. Verse 2

2 “I know all the things you do. I have seen your hard work and your patient endurance. I know you don’t tolerate evil people. You have examined the claims of those who say they are apostles but are not. You have discovered they are liars. 3 You have patiently suffered for me without quitting.

Now, this isn't the point of the message but I have found that when you are reading through the Bible and preaching through it, you don’t skip stuff. So let’s talk about what is going on here. The book of Revelation is an incredible model if you need to have a tough conversation with someone. And let me guess how many people need to have a tough conversation with someone, everyone! At some point, you have to have a tough conversation. But here is my advice, don’t start with a rebuke. Then all you will get is defensiveness and things will go downhill really fast. Start with affirmation. Where am I getting these ideas from? Read the seven letters to the seven churches in Revelation and what you will find is it starts out with an affirmation followed by a rebuke. That is how you speak the truth in love.
Let me come at it from this angle. John 1 says that Jesus was full of grace and truth. Grace means I am going to love you no matter what. Truth means I am going to be honest with you no matter what. Here’s what I believe, I believe every jot and tittle of Scripture is inspired by God, even the sequence. Let me tell you something, grace comes first. People don’t care how much you know until they know how much you care! We have to grace people before we truth people! Say Amen! Before you criticize, make sure you complement. Complements are pain killers. It is like popping a Percocet and it allows you to have that tough conversation that can take that relationship to the next place. 
Each of the seven letters to these seven churches starts with a complement and it is not flattery, it is genuine affirmation. For the church at Ephesus, Jesus gives them an A for effort. Now, that is not what you get paid for, effort, but at least Jesus gave them an A for effort, hard work, perseverance, you are enduring hardships. So Jesus affirms them but this is what I love, God loves you just as you are but He loves you too much to leave you that way. He doesn’t just affirm them, He loves them enough to rebuke them.

I know there are some people in your life that you need to have a tough conversation with. The question is, do you love them enough to rebuke them? Before you do, you spend some time and make sure you identify what you genuinely love and appreciate about them. You affirm them. Then you speak into their life grace and truth and it can take that relationship to the next level.

So here’s the rebuke in Revelation 2:4

Yet I hold this against you: You have forsaken your first love.

The Greek word ‘Agape’ would translate that into you have forsaken your honeymoon love. But I think there is a deeper meaning. The word ‘first’ here means preceding all other in time, space and degree. By my calculations, that would be everything! I don’t think there is anything else. There is no close second. We are talking first thought. Is He your first thought in the morning? Do you wake up and say, oh, your mercies are new every morning? This is the day the Lord has made. It means first thing. It means first priority. It means first place. It means seek ye first. 

I want to tell you something. God’s love is a jealous love. Actually his name is Jealous. 400 names for God in Scripture and each one reveals a unique dimension of his character and personality and one of them is in Exodus 34:14 where it says do not worship any other gods for the Lord, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God. Did you catch the double emphasis here? This belongs in the department of redundancy department of Bible verses. When the Word of God says something more than once, you better think twice about what it is saying! I would suggest the way you think twice, the way you do a double take is called meditation. The Bible wasn’t just meant to be read, it was made to be meditated. So when you come to a place like this, you better think long and hard about what God is saying. If He is saying it twice, you better make sure you understand. See, God isn’t just Jealous with a capital J, He is jealous twice. He is double jealous. And that is because you don’t belong to God once, you belong to God twice, once by virtue of creation and once by virtue of redemption. You don’t owe Him your life, you owe Him two lives. It is a jealous love that wants all of you all to Himself.
I don’t think I understood this dimension of love until I walked down and aisle and married my wife Lora or became the father to my three children, Parker, Summer and Josiah. Let me tell you something, I’m jealous for my wife and that’s the way it should be. She belongs to me and I belong to her. Marriage is not a 50/50 proposition. You don’t meet in the middle when you meet at the altar. Marriage is not a compromise, it is putting yourself on the altar at the altar. There is no more me, it is just we. I’m jealous for my wife. If you mess with her, you mess with me and I’m going to take you down! There is a possessive nature to love and that’s ok. I’m not talking about the immature thing like when I was dating my wife and some guy talked to her that meant he was hitting on her and that meant I wanted to be hitting on him. You know what I’m saying. I’m saying we’ve sealed this deal. We made a covenant relationship with each other that is the closest thing to the covenant relationship that God has made with us, which we will celebrate at the end of this message with communion. The bread and the cup are the symbols of that covenant that God has established with us.

We are talking about a holy possessiveness, jealousy in the context of holy matrimony, is to me the most beautiful expression of love on earth. And I want to tell you something, you are the bride of Christ. He is jealous for you. You belong to Him, not once but twice. 

What we need is a revelation of God’s love. Now it is certainly a progressive revelation. Lora and I have been married 21 years, 345 days. It has been a progressive revelation.

Here is a good starting point, God loves each of us as if there were only one of us. I’m not advocating a selfish spirituality that thinks the world revolves around us. The Bible says consider others better than yourself, Ephesians 2:3. But I also want to tell you that you are the apple of God’s eye. That’s what the Bible says. When my daughter Summer was a little girl, I told her that all the little girls in the world were lined up and I could only pick one, I would pick you. And I would still pick her and I would pick her a thousand times, not because of anything she has done. She belongs to me, in a sense, because I’m her father and she is my daughter. She is the apple of my eye. You have no idea how much your heavenly Father loves you and the joy that you bring to Him. You have no idea the way you make Him smile.
Several weeks ago, I had a conversation with a friend, Dick Eastman. Have you ever met someone who, by your estimate, is so much closer to God than you are that it makes you feel like you don’t know God at all? And it draws you towards God because of their intimacy with God. Dick Eastman, we sat down for a couple hours and he started telling stories. Let me share one of them. It was probably 30 years ago but he shared it as if it had happened the day before. He said that the Lord had prompted him that he should try to spend an entire day in worship from beginning to end. From the very moment he woke up until he fell asleep. He wondered, could he, for one entire day, every thought, every word, every moment just worship God. He said he was in Washington DC and maybe that’s why he brought up the story because we were sitting in my office. And he said, ‘I had nothing on my calendar, this is the day.’ So he said he got up and started worshiping God in his hotel room and when he went down to check out, he wondered how he would worship God while he was checking out or when he was eating breakfast. Then he said he went and found a park. He didn’t remember what park it was but based on the description he gave to me, I think it was Great Falls. He said he went for a walk and was praising God and he walked through a grove of trees and came to a clearing in the grove and he said he felt like he wanted to worship God like he had never worshipped Him before. He said he had read about David dancing before the Lord and he said, ‘Mark, I grew up in a church where you don’t dance. I don’t know how to dance and I didn’t know what to do but I just felt like I should try.’ He said he was in this clearing in the middle of this grove of trees and he said he looked around to make sure no one was looking and he started dancing before the Lord. He said it was so bad that he started laughing at himself. He said, ‘When I was done, I wondered to myself how could that have possibly been something that would be of praise or worship to God?’ And he said he doubted it and then said, ‘Lord was that ok?’ And he said the Lord said to me, ‘You have no idea how much joy you just brought to me.’  Watching his son dance before the Lord. That is a first love moment. 

When was the last time you danced before the Lord because you love Him so much you just can’t contain it.

I have felt this for months, as your pastor, I want to say it and go on record, I believe that God is taking us to a new place in worship. I’m not just talking about worship on the weekend when we gather. That is awesome when we collectively come together. But I’m talking about our personal praise, the place where we worship God, where we worship Him day in and day out. Listen, praise is not one day on and six days off. It’s where we worship Him in the secret place, in the grove of trees where no one can see us and it is us and God. We don’t care about anything else. He longs for those moments when we would lift our voices and lift our hands and lift our hearts because we are overwhelmed by his goodness and his greatness.  The Psalmist calls them selahs. It is a word that probably referred to a rest in the middle of a musical piece where you just have to stop. Don’t tell me that there aren’t times during the day where you don’t have to just stop for a few seconds or a few minutes and say God you are good! God you are great! 

One of the things I’m doing is I’m listening to a lot of worship music lately. I download certain songs and I put it on repeat. In fact, the song we are going to sing at the end of this message is a song that I started putting on repeat about a month ago. I have listened to it at least 200 times. It is in my spirit and we are going to sing it together. I want to propose a little experiment, not unlike the one that Dick Eastman. May 29th, mark your calendar, we are going to have a night of praise at our Barracks Row campus and it is going to kick off what we are calling Ten Days of Praise. 10 days that lead up to Pentecost. I’m not saying that you can’t fast or that you can’t pray, but I am challenging you to praise, not the way you always have but in a new way. One of the things we are going to do to get you on the bike and give you a shove is we are going to put together a one-hour mix tape of our worship music so that there aren’t any copyright issues because we wrote it! I use that word ‘we’ loosely! Our worship leaders! But now that isn’t the only way you can praise God but I want to do something, anything to say we have got to cultivate in the secret place a heart that worships our heavenly Father on a daily basis.
So what does that have to do with Revelation 2? When you love something or someone, praise is the most normal and natural expression. You praise what you love. You do it with food. We do it with our favorite team. We need to do it with God. Verse 5

Remember how far you have fallen! Repent and do the things you did at first.

Let me take a couple of minutes and talk about these two sentences. They both start with R so that should be easy to remember. Can you remember remember? Remember how far you have fallen and repent and do the things you did at first. Let me share one little way that I remember. I am a member at Results Gym and have been for a long time. But before it was a gym, it was a school and when it was a school, we rented that school 18 years ago and we used to do church services in a cafeteria before they turned it into the nice Results Gym. I don’t play much basketball anymore. I’ve had two ACL reconstructions but sometimes I will go into the gym and shoot. I think almost every Monday after Easter I spend a little extra time in the gym because I think back to our first Easter service when 42 people showed up and I was over the moon. I go and stand on the spot on the court where I would have stood in my black suit at the big old pulpit and preached my heart out to 42 people.  Listen, God has blessed us more than 100 fold in 18 years but I need to go back and I need to tell you why. Because I need to be reminded over and over and over again of God’s faithfulness, of his long-suffering, of the way He has ordered footsteps and the way He has made all things work together for good. 
Spiritually speaking, remembering and going back, we go back to the foot of the cross. That’s where it started for us. We celebrate communion in a few minutes, but it is a pilgrimage back to the foot of the cross. 
Let me tell you what happened just a couple weeks ago. We screened a movie that is releasing in a couple of weeks called Return to the Hiding Place. It is a wonderful film produced on a small budget but it celebrates the sacrifice of those who risked their lives during the Holocaust in a pretty remarkable way. So after the screening, I got up to share and I shut down, because right at the end of the film, they had a short little clip of Corey Ten Boom because the original Hiding Place was the story of her life. This is a totally different angle and totally different film but it was after watching that film, The Hiding Place, when I was five years old that I went home that night and as my mom tucked me into bed, I asked her if I could ask Jesus into my heart. And I can hardly remember it and I can never forget it, it is the moment for me. It shut me down. I need to go back to those places where I first met God, where He first revealed his amazing grace and his love to me. 

By the way, when something blesses me, I believe you give back. I wanted to make sure that film was showing in theaters in DC, so I bought 500 tickets and they are a gift to anybody at NCC that wants them. I felt like thanking the Lord for that moment. I’m not sure anybody is going to have that moment but it will release at the Ballston Theater, one of our campuses, pretty cool! We will have some tickets at all of our locations the weekend of May 23-25 is when it shows. 

Let’s keep going. Remember and repent. Repentance I wish I could say is something we do once. But it is not, it is something we have to do over and over and over again. In fact, I would suggest that while we don’t think of it this way, it truly is a daily spiritual discipline. You tell me, is there a day you didn’t miss the mark somehow, someway, that you didn’t need to go right back to the foot of the cross and say God make me whole once again? Not a day!
I don’t know if I should share this or not so I hope it comes across the right way. About a month ago, I was in that same gym shooting because it was the NCAA tournament and the basketball blood starts flowing through my veins. I decided to see how many free throws I could make in a row. I was probably a 78 percent free throw shooter in college, so good but not great. And that was 20 years ago and I can’t remember the last time I just shot free throws but I made 33 in a row. I thought to myself, ‘Self, you better keep shooting because you might have a personal record going here!’ So I missed number 34 but I hit the next 59 in a row! Then I missed two in a row, number 93 and 94 and then I hit the last five, making 97 out of 100 free throws. I want to tell you I’m not sure I could do that again and if you were watching, I definitely couldn’t because I would be nervous and probably shoot like Dwight Howard. Too soon? My apologies. I got lucky. No, I didn’t get lucky. It wasn’t luck, not really, because when I was in seventh grade, I started playing basketball two hours a day every day. I lived in Chicago. I would put on a parka. I would put gloves on and I would go outside and shoot in sub-zero weather. Before I could dunk a basketball, I put a trampoline in our driveway and I would dunk with that. Two hours a day, every day, rain, cold, sun, it didn’t matter, until the 12th grade and then four years in college and I decided to add it up and I think that’s about 7300 hours of basketball. It wasn’t luck. It was called muscle memory. Stick with me. Muscle memory isn’t stored in your muscles, it is stored in your brain and neurologically, it is a procedural memory. It is a procedural memory stored in your brain when you repeat a muscle movement over and over and over again. Whether it is pitching a baseball, catching a football or shooting a basketball, what you are doing is you are training your body how to do it. And it is not just quantity, it is quality because if it is not, what you will is your muscle memory will develop a bad habit and then the more you do it, the harder it is to break that bad habit.

All of that to say this because I’m desperate to see if we can think about this in a different way. Listen to me, repentance is a muscle memory. You don’t do it once. It is a muscle memory where you train yourself through a procedural memory to go back to the only place where you can find forgiveness and freedom and that is at the foot of the cross of Jesus Christ. So you go back again and again and again and say God here I am.  

Here’s some good news. It took me 20 years, but you go back and that muscle memory will come back to you. And you repent before the Lord and the Lord is going to bring you back to Himself. Jesus said do this in remembrance of me. Communion is the place where remembrance meets repentance. Something happens unlike anything in the world. 

Maybe you are here this weekend and God is stirring your spirit. This is your moment. I want to give you one exhortation. I want to give you some good news. Failure is not final if you repent. Repentance is the way we shake the Etch-a-Sketch. Repentance is the way we wipe the slate clean. It is the way we start over. It is the way we do over. But don’t wait until it is too late. Here’s the exhortation. Don’t fail the final. The final is coming. Hebrews 9:27 says It is appointed unto men once to die and then the judgment. We will all stand before God. You will meet your Maker. That doesn’t have to be a scary proposition because II Corinthians 5:21 says that God made Him who had no sin to become sin for us so that we might become the righteousness of God. Here’s what that means. Jesus says you take all your sin and you transfer it to my account, all of your sin debt is paid in full. It is finished. But it doesn’t end there. He says I am going to take my righteousness, I’ll take your failures, let me give you my successes and let’s transfer them to your account and let’s call it even. So that when you stand before the judgment of God, you aren’t standing in your sin because you repented and your sin is forgiven. It is nailed to the cross of Christ. In that moment, Father, here I am, your child. And He sees the righteousness of his own Son, Jesus Christ. What a beautiful moment that is going to be. Don’t fail the final.
If that is a decision you want to make this weekend, I want to encourage you to do three things. One, take communion with us this weekend. Maybe for the very first time. The bread and the cup symbolize the body and the blood of Christ. And the sacrifice the He made for us. Two, tell someone about it. A friend, a family member. I have found that when I verbalize something, it just seals the deal. Jesus said if you will acknowledge Me before men, I will acknowledge you before the Father. Number three, email baptism@theaterchurch.com and the next time we have an opportunity, you get wet! You get dunked and go public with the faith that you are putting in Jesus Christ right now.

Let me close with this. Verse 7

Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who overcomes, I will give the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God.

This is about to get good, really good. The word ‘overcome’ is repeated seven times in each of these letters to the seven churches. After each of them, there is a unique promise that is given. I wish I had time to talk about all of them but I have time to talk about one of them, the promise that is right here. It is a beautiful promise. There are two tress mentioned in Genesis. In the Garden of Eden there was the Tree of Life and there was the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. Adam and Eve ate from the wrong tree. So in Genesis 3:24, they are exiled from the Garden, cutting off any access that they would have to the Tree of Life and the Tree of Life disappeared. Then it reappears 66 books of the Bible later, here in Revelation 2:7. By my calculation, 1,168 chapters between its disappearance and its reappearance. Or if you prefer, 30,647 verses! That’s a lot of Bible in between. And that is the beauty of Scripture. One thread from the beginning to the end. Here’s the promise. Revelation 2:7
To the one who overcomes, I will give the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God.

I don’t even think we can put this into perspective. Let me just make this quick. A couple of weeks ago, someone was gracious enough to give our family tickets to a Washington Wizards game. Thank you! But it wasn’t just tickets. We walked in and they slapped some bracelets on our arms and I didn’t even know what they were for so I went up to the usher and asked what the bracelets mean. He said that means you can go there. I said where is there. He said right back there to the entrance where the players come in and out and there is a room and in that room is a buffet! Yay! A cornucopia! A taco bar! Hot dogs! A slab of beef under a lamp, I’ll take two of those! Nachos! Water Pepsi! I walked out of there with two plates! You can come back as much as you want to but I wanted it all now! A Pepsi in each pocket! I found paradise! I found the Tree of Life! Give me some VIP access to the room underneath that stadium! It was awesome! 

Friends, we are not talking about access to a buffet, we are talking about access to the Tree of Life! The Tree of Life! Genesis 3:24 is Paradise Lost. Revelation 2:7 is Paradise Found. To him who overcomes. So how do you overcome? There is only one way. Let me pull this thread. Let me rewind and fast forward. Reverse to John 16:33 And Jesus says in this world you will have trouble, you will have fail, are you ready for it, but take heart! Come on church, take heart! It is the song we are going to sing in two minutes. I want our bands at all of our locations to get ready to lead us in this song. Take heart, I have overcome the world! Now, fast forward to Revelation 12:11 And they overcame by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony. There is only one way that you overcome and it is the blood of the Lamb. That is what we celebrate today. This is our V-Day. We have already won the victory through what Jesus Christ accomplished. 

One more, Revelation 21:4-7

4 ‘He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death’ or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.”
5 He who was seated on the throne said, “I am making everything new!” Then he said, “Write this down, for these words are trustworthy and true.”
6 He said to me: “It is done. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End. To the thirsty I will give water without cost from the spring of the water of life. 7 He that overcometh shall inherit all things. 

It doesn’t get any better than that! Who are we? Who are we church? We are the overcomers. We are the ones who fail but because of what Jesus Christ has done for us, we can sing a song and take heart because I have overcome the world.
Let’s stand and sing it like overcomers. 
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