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Welcome to National Community Church. This weekend we kick off a new series called Known and it is actually the title of a book by our very own Dick Foth. I have some good news. He is going to be here next weekend! And everybody is going to get a copy of the book! So it would be a great weekend for you to invite someone to National Community Church.
Over the next six weeks, we will explore this idea of known from six different angles. Known through story, known by community, known in marriage, known in struggle and known by God. But here’s where I want to start this series. There is an ancient Greek axiom. It is actually one of 147 Delphic maxims and it was inscribed on the Temple of Apollo. It is hard to know who said it first but probably one of the seven sages of ancient Greece and it is pretty timeless advice. It sounds simple enough but it really is a lifelong quest. Arguably the most important axiom in ancient Greece was this: know thyself.
I think that is a good starting point. Here’s why. I think there are a lot of people who don’t really know who they are. And more significantly, I think there are a lot of people who don’t’ really know who they are in Christ. And that is huge because we are talking about our identity. So that is what we are going to talk about this weekend. 

Exodus 3, I think there are some bread crumbs in this passage that will help us discover who we are. Here we go.

Now Moses was tending the flock of Jethro his father-in-law, the priest of Midian, and he led the flock to the far side of the wilderness and came to Horeb, the mountain of God. 2 There the angel of the Lord appeared to him in flames of fire from within a bush. Moses saw that though the bush was on fire it did not burn up. 3 So Moses thought, “I will go over and see this strange sight—why the bush does not burn up.”

4 When the Lord saw that he had gone over to look, God called to him from within the bush, “Moses! Moses!”

And Moses said, “Here I am.”

5 “Do not come any closer,” God said. “Take off your sandals, for the place where you are standing is holy ground.” 6 Then he said, “I am the God of your father,[a] the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob.” At this, Moses hid his face, because he was afraid to look at God.

7 The Lord said, “I have indeed seen the misery of my people in Egypt. I have heard them crying out because of their slave drivers, and I am concerned about their suffering.

10 So now, go. I am sending you to Pharaoh to bring my people the Israelites out of Egypt.”

11 But Moses said to God, “Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?”

12 And God said, “I will be with you. 

I love these first two words. One day. That is one of my favorite phrases in all of Scripture. It gives me this holy anticipation because you never know when or where or how God might show up. I’m guessing most of us are familiar with this story but if you aren’t you are probably saying, ‘What?’ Burning bush? God speaking from that bush? This is some strange and mysterious stuff happening right here but what I love about it is this. You can never tell when or where or how God is going to show up. And I think that is the message of this story. And honestly, that is part of what is so fun about following Christ. You just never know what’s going to happen! Never a dull moment.
Well, there are days and then there are days that change every day thereafter. Would it be fair to say that this is one of those days for Moses? The day that God appears in a bush and speaks to him and reveals his calling, his destiny. I think these are the days that define us. And the reality is this, most of us are just defined by a handful of days. Days that really dictate the way we think, the way we live, the way we feel. Would it be ok if I shared a few of those days of mine with you? 

July 23, 2000. It was a Sunday, I got up to preach and it is the only sermon I’ve never finished. I got about five minutes into it and felt some intense abdominal pain. More than a stomach ache. I went to the emergency room, eventually they took an MRI and discovered that my intestines had ruptured. So at 2:30 in the morning, I go in for emergency surgery. Two days I was on a respirator and I lost 25 pounds in a week. Honestly, July 23, 2000 should be the day on my tombstone. I think it would be fair to say at the time, the worst day of my life. And now, the best day of my life. I look back on it and it is actually my second birthday. So literally in two weeks, I will celebrate my 17th birthday! I know I look older than that! But I don’t take a single day for granted after a day like that. That is the kind of day that defines you.
January 6, 1998 is the day we got a phone call. I was doing a Doctor of Ministry class down at Regent University and got called out of the class and get news that nothing can prepare you for. My father-in-law had had a heart attack. We got in the car, drove back to DC, got on a plane. The next time I saw him, he was in a casket. (Crying) I’m sorry, we drove by that funeral home a week ago and we visited his grave. That was 19 years ago but it was fresh. I remember standing at that casket, and I don’t know why but I asked God if He would give me a double portion of my father-in-law’s anointing because he was who I wanted to be. He was a pastor’s pastor. Man, he could preach! And no one prayed like him. The way he loved people. The way he served and led. Just the whole package. That is a day that defines who you are. 

August 12, 2001. We were about five years old as a church and it was tough sledding those first few years. It took us about five years to grow from 19 people to about 250 people attending in the movie theaters over at Union Station. One church, one campus. And a reporter from the Washington Post had heard about our demographics, that at the time we were 80 percent single 20-something and she said that is an anomaly, there aren’t many churches that have more 20-somethings than any other demographic and she said she wanted to do a story. We thought it would be in the religion section. In fact, when I went to the newsstand that morning to pick up the paper, I went to the religion section and opened it and we weren’t in it so I closed the paper and put it back on the newsstand because if we weren’t in the paper, I wasn’t going to buy it! And I remember folding it up and putting it back on the newsstand and seeing us on the front page of the Washington Post. And that year, this church grew from 250 people to 500 people and we’ve never looked back. And what I love about that is no one can take credit for that. It is just one of those days, you just never know. 
Listen, here’s what I believe, if you keep doing the right thing day in and day out, one day God is going to show up and show off. He has done it so many times in my life and I think that is what happens here on this day with Moses.

But before we get there, let me give you a little homework assignment. I think the purpose of this series is to get to know yourself and maybe get to know others and get to know God a little bit better. I actually did this with a life coach a few years ago. We spent two days and ended up identifying 44 defining moments in my life. I don’t think you need a life coach to do this and I don’t think it takes two days. But what if we start here? What if you identified five defining moment in your life? It could be a big decision. It could be a transition. It could be the hardest day of your life. It could be the best day of your life. It could be a success or it could be a failure. I don’t know how you are going to identify this but as you inventory your history, what I want you to do is identify just five defining moments. And then I want you to have a conversation with someone and trade your identifying moments. You will get to know someone, this is like speed dating. You will get to know someone so quickly by getting to know the defining moments that make them who they are and I think this is a huge part of coming to terms with who we are.
Here is the bottom line. Life isn’t measured in minutes, like is measured in moments. And those moments then define who we are. And this is one of those moments for Moses. And here’s what I love about the story. Moses is 80 years old and he still doesn’t know who he is. He thinks he knows. He thinks he is a shepherd but God knows something that he doesn’t’ know, that He has some bigger plans and purposes for Moses. So day after day, Moses tends the sheep for 40 years and all of a sudden on this day, God shows up and reveals his destiny.

Let me say this. I think you have to inventory your history. I’m a big believer. I’ve done Strengths Finder. I’ve done Myers Briggs. If there is any inventory or assessment that is going to help me understand who I am a little bit better, sign me up. You’ve got to do your homework. I think you have to identify those defining moments. But at the end of the day, you need a revelation from God. You need God to reveal who you are in Christ and who He has destined you to become.
But here’s what I know for sure. Everything in your past is preparation for something in your future. God does not waste experiences. He doesn’t waste pain or mistakes. He doesn’t waste our failures. I mean Moses made a huge mistake but if you give God a chance, He will redeem it and recycle it and reuse it for his purposes.

Here’s the great irony of this story. Moses, two things, one, thought he was disqualified. And I think many of us feel this way. If you have a felony on your record, you’ve killed someone, that is probably when you think maybe God is going to edit you out of this script. That it is game over. But I like what F Scott Fitzgerald said, never confuse a single mistake for a final mistake. I wonder if some of us have done that. We have a tendency to give up on ourselves. We are one and done. So a failed marriage or a failed business or a failed exam and we give up on us. But news flash, God does not give up on us. It is not in his nature. He is the God of second chances, and third and fourth and hundreds. The enemy wants you to think that you are disqualified. We think sin somehow disqualifies us from God’s plans and purposes. No, sin is what qualifies you for God’s grace. And we all qualify for that. Then He picks us up, dusts us off and the good news is it is never too late to be who you might have been and I think Moses is a testament to that. So he feels like he is disqualified. And then I think he feels underqualified. He says, 

Pardon your servant Lord, I’ve never been eloquent neither in the past nor since you have spoken to your servant. I am slow of speech and tongue.
I’ve said this before I’m going to say it again, if you are looking for an excuse, you will always find one. If you are looking for something that is wrong, you will certainly find something that is wrong. You will find a reason not to step in to the plans and purposes that God has. I feel constantly underqualified but can I tell you my qualification to pastor this church 20 years ago? First of all, I was 25, what do you know at 25? I’m sorry, I just offended all of our 25 year olds! I mean, I wasn’t ready to pastor. In fact, Foth has a fun time with me and says next to my Bible, Chicken Soup for the Soul was like my second Bible because I didn’t have any stories. I had to borrow all of my inspirational stories from Chicken Soup for the Soul! Literally, I had done one internship but that internship, all I did was manage the men’s softball league. And then we did try to plant a church when I was 22 when I was in seminary and that church plant failed. So that basically was my qualification to pastor this church. But aren’t you grateful for people in your life that believe in you more than you believe in yourself? And they give you a chance. And there are some people like that in my life. Dick Foth is one of them. That models a God who never gives up on us. We talk so much about our faith in God, what about God’s faith in us? He gives us those second chances to fulfill his purposes.
What I’m getting at is this, God doesn’t call the qualified, He qualifies the called. Moses wasn’t even aware of the fact that God was preparing him to lead his people out of Egypt. He had 40 years of Palace 101. No one knew the language, knew the protocol like the Prince of Egypt. God was preparing him for this moment, this encounter with Pharaoh. But that wasn’t enough, we’ve got to get him some experience in the wilderness. So 40 years as a shepherd. He know the watering holes. He knew the weather patterns. He knew the wildlife. No one was better prepared to lead the people for 40 years through the wilderness than a guy who tended sheep for 40 years in the same wilderness. And Moses didn’t even know what God was doing. How awesome is that! And I dare say that God is doing the same thing in your life. 

Around the turn of the 20th Century, Alfred Adler proposed the theory of compensation. I love this. He believed that perceived disadvantages often proved to be advantages because they force us to develop attitudes and abilities that would have otherwise gone undiscovered or just lain dormant. He studied art students and found that 70 percent of them had optical anomalies, which makes no sense. And then some of the greatest composers in history, Mozart, Beethoven, had degenerative conditions in their ears. And then he cited a multiplicity of different examples of people excelling in an area of weakness or disadvantage. More recent studies have shown this in interesting ways. A study of small business owners, for example, 35 percent are self-identified dyslexic. Isn’t that interesting? I don’t think we wish that on our children but here’s what dyslexia did for these entrepreneurs. It forced them to cultivate a different skill set. Some of them had to become more proficient at oral communication because it was so difficult to read. Or some of them learned to really cultivate social skills and abilities to interact with people. I think it is fair to say that all of them cultivated a work ethic. They had to work harder and it was that work ethic compensating for a disadvantage that helped them become successful as an entrepreneur. Are you tracking with me? What I’m getting at is this. Take Strengths Finder, discover your strength. You have to know what you are good at. But I promise you this, God will often use you at the place of weakness. Why? Because his power is made perfect in weakness. I’m not going to belabor this but you know I took this graduate assessment that basically said whatever you do, don’t write books! Like this is a not a natural gifting. I had to work so hard, but I look back on it now. You know I used to have asthma. 373 days ago I did. But here’s what asthma did. I had to work so much harder than everybody else. I had to run farther and work harder. Everything was more difficult for me because my lung capacity was so limited. But I look back on it now and I think God was cultivating a work ethic. I knew I had to work harder than everybody else. So praise God! And praise God that it is gone now!
I think you discover who you are by identifying some of those defining moments, the one day moments. But here is the bottom line and this is where I want to focus for a couple of moments. I think you discover who you are by remembering whose you are. It is really that simple. This is how you know yourself. You’ve got to get to know God because He knows you better than you know you. So if you really want to know you, you have to get to know God so God can reveal who you really are. Let’s be fair, there are a lot of people who have accomplished amazing things without any kind of perceived relationship with God. Fair? Yes? But I really believe that to find ultimate fulfillment and to truly reach our potential because potential is God’s gift to us, what we do with it is our gift back to God, we’ve got to be in a relationship with the One who can help us and empower us and give us wisdom beyond knowledge and gifting beyond ability and power beyond strength and the One who has plans and purposes for us. So I believe that if we are going to discover who we are, the key is remembering whose we are. 

So Moses says who am I that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the Israelites out of Egypt. I love what happens next. God doesn’t tell Moses who Moses is. God tells Moses who God is! If you ask the wrong question, God will ask the question you should have asked. Not who am I. The question is will you be with me? And He answers it. I will be with you. That’s all we need to know. I only need to know two things. God is with me and God is for me. If I know those two things, then I know what I need to know. Because the issue isn’t who you are. The issue is who God is. 

This past weekend, our entire family went on a little pilgrimage. We went back to our hometown. It was the 50th anniversary of Calvary Church in Naperville Illinois. A church that was started by my father-in-law and my mother-in-law, Bob and Karen Schmidgall. And it was incredible. Friday night there was a legacy banquet. It was so moving to relive that history. And then there was a celebration. This is a church that started with three people and I love that because we had three people our first Sunday, so I identify with those early days of church that is now reaching thousands and thousands of people. It would be really tough to calculate the influence of Calvary Church but it is a church that has impacted tens of thousands of people. 

So in between, we decided to go down to central Illinois to a little farm town. There is only one restaurant in town so we went to that restaurant and met a lot of relatives. Many of the Schmidgall family, some still farm in that community and still live in that area so it was awesome. We rode tractors! So cool! We picked weeds from the bean field and the actual farmers had no idea why we found this so awesome! But it was and it was wonderful getting reacquainted. Here’s the funny thing. This restaurant, the historical society for this little town is in the restaurant. Why not kill two birds with one stone, eat, learn a little bit of history. So I walked two steps from my table into the historical society and I see all these old yearbooks and I’m thinking there were a lot of Schmidgalls so they have to be in here somewhere. I found the 1961 high school yearbook and I think we have a picture of this on the screen. I wanted to show you because it is the spitting image of Pastor Joel and Pastor Rob. Right below his name. He was the valedictorian. 10 people in his class so everybody was top 10. He had some fun with that over the years. But evidently they pick their favorite quote and I never heard him say this. Here I am discovering something about him 19 years after his death that I didn’t know. This was his favorite quotation: One on God’s side is a majority. I felt like it let me into this teenager’s mind and heart. Translation, I will be with you. He knew that God was with him and he knew that God was for him. And that shaped his identity and ultimately shaped his destiny.

Moses said who am I. You can answer that question so many different ways. You can identify by family name, occupation, hobby, geography, political party, ethnicity, personality type. We identify by the car we drive, the brand we wear, the team we cheer for. You can identify yourself in 100 different ways and on one level there is nothing wrong with any of that but I want to tell you who you are. The truest thing about you. Here’s what I know, who I am is defined by whose I am. You are created in the image of God. Do you understand this? You are fearfully and wonderfully made. You are a child of God. You are a temple of the Holy Spirit. You are God’s workmanship. You are the apple of God’s eye. You are more than a conqueror. You are chosen, forgiven, redeemed. But here’s the question. Do you believe that I am who God says I am? Because at the end of the day, that’s the game changer. If you can understand that you are who God says you are. 

Let me tell you where identity issues come from. They come from finding our identity in the wrong thing. And then what happens is pride over here and insecurity over there. Guess what? Your team isn’t always going to win. And you’re alma mater might go out of business! Your occupation, a hobby, a political party, I get all of that. But at the end of the day, the key to self-discovery and self-image and self-fulfillment and self-actualization, you fill in the blank, the key is this, finding your full identity in the Lord Jesus Christ. That is it. That is who I am. I am not the mistakes I’ve made. I’m not the labels that culture would put on me. I am not my successes or my failures. I am not my personality type or my political party. Listen, I am defined by the righteousness of Jesus Christ. Here’s the gospel.
God made Him who had no sin to become sin for us so that we might become the righteousness of God.

In other words, God said here is the trade that is on the table. You take your sin, transfer it to my account and I will pay it in full. And we think that is awesome but that is only half the gospel. The other half is this. Now, I am going to take my righteousness and transfer it to your account and we will call it even. That is the gospel. In other words, I am defined by the righteousness of Jesus Christ. And finding your identity in Christ means defining who you are by whose you are. 

Here is the bottom line. There never has been and never will be anyone like you. But that is not a testament to you. It is a testament to the God who created you. Know thyself.

Let’s pray.

Father thank You for your Word. God thank You for such a wonderful example in Scripture that we can take inspiration from because I’m guessing I’m not the only person who makes excuses like Moses, who maybe has an inferiority complex or certain insecurities that keep me from stepping out in faith. Maybe there is an 80 year old here this weekend and they think they know who they are but God I thank You that You have plans and purposes that are beyond what we can imagine. And God if we are breathing, it means that You are not done with us yet. We thank You that it is never too late to be who we might have been because of the grace of God. God, thank You for those second and third and fourth chances. Lord I pray that You would reveal to us who we are as your children. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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