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Welcome! It is a joy to have all of you at all eight of our campuses. If you are guest, a special welcome! We are so glad you are here. And can I just add that I’m glad I’m here? I’m glad to be anywhere because yesterday my tire blew out on my car at 50 miles an hour and I went off the road. I don’t have an offroad vehicle! I went off the road and missed a tree by six inches. The car is not going to be driving anymore and all I got was one scratch! So I’m just saying it is good to be anywhere this weekend and it is good to be together. I’m so thrilled that you would spend your Easter weekend here with us at National Community Church. It has already been a great weekend. The last two weekends, we pulled off six, yes six Easter Eggstravaganzas. We’ve had 9,172 people that we blessed. This year, I think we hit 61,000 eggs! Let’s pray for the parents of all the children that got the candy in the eggs. Last but not least, we had 43 exotic animals. Donkeys, snakes, chickens, bunnies. I’m not sure why we had all of those but we did! Kids love it and we love it! We love our city and we love our communities and we love you. We are so glad you are here.

This weekend, we are going to continue a series called Long Story Short and I’m going to jump right in. On November 1, 1937, a grant was given to Harvard University to initiate a study. Over the next four years, 268 sophomores were selected, among them a 19 year old John F. Kennedy. Those 268 men, a few of them who are still living, were medically examined, psychologically tested and personally interviewed every two years since that study commenced. The files are as thick as unabridged dictionaries and they are stored in an office suite behind Fenway Park and it is the holy grail for researchers because it is the longest running longitudinal study on human development in history. A few years ago, the vault was opened and some of the findings were revealed. Would you be interested in any of these? I’ll share one. For example the greatest predictor of happiness later in life is, drumroll, the greatest predictor of happiness later in life is warm childhood relationships. There you have it. And by the way, those with warm childhood relationships earned on average $141,000 more than their counterparts. But let me cut to the chase. For four decades, George Vaillant was the keeper of the grail and he came out with a book or two but here’s what’s interesting to me. He reduces this 75 year study, $20 million dollar study, down to a five word conclusion. Here it is. Happiness is love. Full stop. So really it is three words. In Vaillant’s words, happiness is only the cart, love is the horse. 
Nine weeks ago, we began this journey called Long Story Short. We have gotten all the way through the Old Testament and we are now beginning the New Testament so if this is your first week, it’s too late. I’m kidding! You are right on time because it is about to get so good right here! I encourage you to continue this journey with us for the next four weeks. Let me zoom out and make an observation. The Bible is a big book. In fact it is 66 books. It is 773,692 words but who’s counting. It has 40 human authors that I believe were inspired by God. Farmers and fishermen, poets and prophets, doctors, tax collectors, kings who wrote on three different continents in three different languages over 15 centuries. It covers every subject under the sun. You’ve got romantic comedies. You’ve got tragedies. You’ve got action adventure. There are some musicals and there are tons of documentaries. What I’m getting at is this, the Bible, no matter whether you believe it to be the inspired Word of God or not, you have to give me this, it is the longest longitudinal study in history. It is an amazing compilation of stories. It reveals human nature in remarkable ways. What is right and what is wrong. And it reveals the character of God, who He is and who He is not. 

So let me give you the Cliff Note version. Let me summarize the Bible in five words. God is love. Full stop. Thanks for coming, we’ll see you next week. We could end right there. This Long Story Short could have been very short. God is love. Listen, there are more than 400 names for God in Scripture. He is called Wonderful, Counselor, Mighty God, Prince of Peace, Creator, Healer, Redeemer. He is all of that and more. But if you said, tell me one thing you know about God to be true in three words of less, my answer would be, God is love. Listen, God is powerful. God is good. God is life. God if light. There are a thousand other descriptors and all those things are true but if you said what is the truest thing about God, it would be this, God is love. And I know that some of you have a hard time believing that. And I know that there are probably more reasons than I’m even aware of but I know one reason is that sometimes there are people that represent God in a way that misrepresents God and I’m so sorry. And I know that sometimes our experience can be so painful and so difficult that it is hard for us to actually believe that there is a God and if there is, could He possibly be good? And I’m not here to brush that aside, that is not the way we operate around here. But the fact that you are here says something about you and I want to thank you for an opportunity to try my best to tell you a little bit about who I think God is. 
AW Tozer said that what comes to mind when we think about God is the most important thing about us. 

So if love isn’t the first thing that comes to mind, you’ve got the wrong picture of who God is. And God doesn’t just love you, He actually likes you. He is especially fond of you. How do I know this? Because the same guy, John, who said God is love, I John 4:16, also wrote a gospel and in that gospel, Chapter 3 verse 16, he said

For God so loved the world that He gave his only begotten Son that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish but have everlasting life.

Then John says

This is how we know what love is. Jesus Christ laid down his life for us.

In a few weeks, I have a book releasing titled Play the Man. Don’t buy it, we will give you a copy. It outlines seven virtues of manhood. Listen, these virtues apply to woman as much as men but I’m going after guys. The first virtue of manhood is this, tough love. I want to tell you that Jesus is the definition of tough love. Tough love is carrying a 300 pound cross 650 yards down the Via Dolorosa for someone else’s sin. That is tough love. Tough love is allowing someone to nail you to a cross with seven inch spikes for someone else’s sin. That is who He is. That is what He does.

What I’m getting at is this, you mean the cross to Christ. The closest I can come to explaining the heavenly Father’s love for you would probably be telling you how much I love my three children as an earthly father. I have a saying, I’ve written it many times in cards and letters and sometimes I will verbalize it to my one and only daughter, Summer, since she was just a little girl. I would say, ‘Summer, if all the girls in the world were lined up single file and I could only choose one to be my daughter, I would choose you.’ Now, is my daughter perfect? About as perfect as her dad. But is there anything that she could do to make me love her any less? No! And I’m an earthly father who has finite resources but there is a heavenly Father and there is nothing you can do to make God love you any more or any less. He loves you perfectly and he loves you eternally. He is the God who can’t give up on us because He loves us too much. 
God doesn’t love us based on who we are, He loves us based on who He is. When you succeed, God says I love you. When you fail, God says I love you. When you have faith, God says I love you. When you doubt, God says I love you. It is his answer to everything. God is love.

Do you know what the crucifixion and resurrection are all about? It is about a God who couldn’t give up on us. It is about a God who is willing to go to hell and back. It is about a God who extends grace to the very people who put Him on a cross and said Father forgive them for they know not what they do.
God is love. Full stop. With that as a backdrop, we are going to look at this longitudinal study called the Bible and one little story and one person by the name of Mary. It is three days after the crucifixion. It is game over, all is lost, hope is three days dead and that’s where we pick up the story in John 20:11

11 Now Mary stood outside the tomb crying. As she wept, she bent over to look into the tomb 12 and saw two angels in white, seated where Jesus’ body had been, one at the head and the other at the foot.

13 They asked her, “Woman, why are you crying?”

“They have taken my Lord away,” she said, “and I don’t know where they have put him.” 

Let me hit pause right here. There is a phenomena in psychology called hindsight bias. It is simply this, when you know the outcome of an event, you tend to assume the ending as if it was inevitable. Can I suggest that the greatest challenge we face in reading the Bible is that we know how every story ends. The element of surprise, not there! Before Peter gets out of the boat, we know he walks on water. Before Jesus even goes to the cross, we know the resurrection is three days away. And because of that, I think we lose something in the story. Please hear me, Mary did not know this! Mary did not expect, there is no precedent, there is no category, there is zero expectation. She is going to the tomb for one reason, to grieve and she is going as a part of Jewish tradition to be part of the embalming process. Some people wonder how Mary couldn’t recognize and there are always theories among scholars. Some people say she had tears in her eyes so she couldn’t see clearly. Maybe? But have you ever experienced intense emotional pain? You can’t see what is right in front of you. You can’t see clearly because pain has a way of clouding your vision. There is no category in Mary’s mind for what is about to happen.

14 At this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not realize that it was Jesus.

15 He asked her, “Woman, why are you crying? Who is it you are looking for?”

Thinking he was the gardener, she said, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have put him, and I will get him.”

16 Jesus said to her, “Mary.”

She turned toward him and cried out in Aramaic, “Rabboni!” (which means “Teacher”).

What a moment! Mary goes from the agony of defeat to the thrill of victory in a split second. Patriots fans, you understand this! Falcons fans, you don’t. I’m sorry for you loss. Mary never thought she would hear this voice again. And then He calls her name. God knows your name. God knows your name and I want you to hear this, you need a faith with your name on it. Not my name, not your parents’ name, not anybody else. You need a faith with your name on it. And He knows your name.

It is impossible to capture the thoughts and feelings that must have flooded Mary’s heart in this moment but would it be fair to say that this is the most memorable moment of her life? We are not entirely sure what happens to Mary after this. She walks off of the pages of Scripture. There is one theory that she married the apostle John and ends up in Ephesus but we have no idea. What I do know is that she holds the distinction, are you ready, as the very first person to witness the resurrection of Jesus Christ, and because of that, she becomes forever the apostle to the apostles. It doesn’t get much better than that! Like what an incredible distinction! She becomes the leading actress in the most important scene in all of Scripture. And she’s got to be the least likely candidate. We don’t know much about Mary but we know two things. She was from a region called Magdala and we know a second thing. She was possessed by seven demons. I want to be careful right here because when I say something like that, I don’t know what goes through your head. Some of you are replaying some horror film that you’ve seen and I don’t think this is that. But I think it is safe to say that if you are possessed by seven demons, you have some issues. Seven issues at least. This is the definition of dysfunctional. She has seven problems she can’t solve, seven mistakes she can’t fix. She is broken in seven places and these are the people we give up on. But not God! What He does is He finds a way of weaving them back into the story that He is telling. In fact, this is where God shows up and shows off his amazing grace. She is the least likely candidate for this role in the most important scene in Scripture but this is who God choses. And can I just tell you it is one more reason why I love God? Because this is who He goes after. This is who He chooses.
Hold that thought. Let me ask you a question. What is a central fact of your life? That is a strange question, right? You’ve probably never been asked that question in quite that way. What defines you? What is the most important event in your past? What do I need to know if I’m really going to know you? And if I don’t know this fact about your life, I don’t really know who you are. What is the central fact of your life?
 A few years ago, I did a two day retreat with a life coach. We went through about a dozen exercises. The objective was to come up with a life plan. The most impactful exercise for me was identifying the turning points in my life. I think we have a picture. We identified 44 turning points. Call them defining moments. But I want to suggest that they are the key facts of my life. 44 key facts that if you want to know who I am, we probably need to talk about these 44 things. If you want to know who I am, what I’m about, where I’m going, this is where we start.

Let me play life coach. If I’m a life coach and I’m meeting with Mary and we are identifying key facts, again we don’t know a lot but I think it would be fair to say from Scripture that certainly one of the key facts is the fact that she is possessed by seven demons. We don’t know how or when or where this happens but wouldn’t you agree that this would be rather traumatic? This is a moment that might even define you. In fact, it might even be the central fact of your life. Hold that thought.

Let me go back to the Harvard study. George Vaillant profiles a few of the 268 men in his book Triumphs of Experience. He gives them pseudonyms. One of them is a guy named Art Miller. Of the 268 sophomores who were selected to be part of this study, only one of them went AWOL. That’s pretty remarkable over a study that has been about 80 years in existence. It was Art Miller in 1968, he disappeared. Went off the radar. He had earned a PhD in Renaissance Drama, moved to Australia, the Outback to be exact, and then in 1980, Vaillant tracked him down and went to Australia and interviewed him to catch up on those 20 years. Long story short, Art Miller has some demons. He was a mystery to George Vaillant. Vaillant couldn’t figure out Art Miller until one day he was scouring the 600 page file and he found one piece of paper that he had missed before. It was his military medical record from World War II. This is 55 years after the fact. On June 13, 1944, a week after D-Day, Art Miller found himself in an Italian field hospital, the interviewing doctor recorded the following:

Patient saw three or four days of combat, remembers killing three Germans, the last he remembers is attacking uphill with men falling, nearby land blasts, they woke up here two days ago. He has no idea as to what happened in the intervening time. On admission, he was acutely disturbed. He kept his fists clenched and he threw himself about calling, ‘Shells! Bombs! I’m afraid!’ And no contact could be established. He was restless, disturbed, over response to minor stimuli, crawls under covers and into a fetal position at the sound of planes. 

That changed everything for George Vaillant. Here’s what he said. It had been easy to stand in judgment. I could point to Miller’s noncompliant and passive aggressive behavior. I could note that he had run away from his family and his country and that his earned income was as low as any man’s in the study. Or I could, and in 2010 I finally did understand Art Miller’s whole life as a creative example of post-traumatic growth. PTSD wasn’t a diagnosis 70 years ago. But would it be fair to say that was the central fact of his life? That his life was a painful reaction to the trauma he had experienced. He was a broken man until the day he died. And I promise you, that breaks the heart of God.
Our world is filled with so much trauma. Civil wars, genocide, sex trafficking, child abuse, bullying, you fill in the blank. There is so much brokenness, there is so much hurt and we need so much healing and so much hope. I’m not a licensed psychologist, I don’t want to overstep my bounds, but here’s my theory. Most of us have a few painful experiences that we have allowed to define us. That our lives become a reaction to some of those things that were done to us or even some of the mistakes we’ve made. It is the brokenness, the hurt, the shame, the anger, the bitterness, the fear, the doubt. And like Art Miller, our lives become an attempt to heal the hurt and to solve the problem and to erase the pain and to fill the void and we can’t do it. We all have our demons. But they don’t have to define us.

I want you to hear what I’m about to say because I know there are some of you that don’t like the key facts of your life. The facts aren’t what you want them to be. I cannot change the facts. But there is someone who can change your future. It is never too late to be who you might have been. Why? Because the tomb is empty! When Jesus walked out of the tomb, the word ‘impossible’ was removed from our vocabulary. The empty tomb means this, it is not over! No! It is never over! Ever! That is the central fact of history. But is it the central fact of your life? That is what changes the game.

Let me tell you what I think our fundamental problem is. We only celebrate the resurrection once a year and all the other days, we still live as if Jesus is still hanging on the cross. The only thing that is nailed to the cross is confessing and maybe we should live like that.

The resurrection is something we celebrate every day in every way. God is in the resurrection business! He resurrects relationships. He resurrects dreams. He resurrects parts of our personality that died a long time ago.

This weekend, 34 NCCers are getting baptized. Baptism is an incredibly symbolic event. When you go under the water, it symbolized death to self and when you come back up, and we bat 1,000 around here, everybody comes back up! It symbolizes our new life if Christ. It is a new day. It is a new normal. It is a new chapter. It is declaring that the resurrection of Jesus Christ is now the central fact of my life. I’m not defined by what I’ve done wrong. I am defined by what Christ has done right.

I want to make sure before we are done this weekend that we have an understanding of the gospel. The gospel is the good news and the good news is this. God made Him who had no sin to become sin for us so that we might become the righteousness of God. In other words, here’s the deal that is on the table. God says why don’t we transfer your sin, everything you’ve ever done wrong, let’s transfer that to my account. I will pay it in full. When Jesus was on the cross, when He said, ‘It is finished,’ it is actually in Greek, it is an accounting term that refers to the last payment of a debt. That is good news! But that is only half the gospel. He doesn’t just pay our sin debt. He says here’s the other half, you have to agree to this. I want to transfer the righteousness of Christ, everything He has ever done right to your account and we will call it even. How does that sound? That sounds like good news! That is the gospel in a nutshell. Christianity is not about what you can do for God. It is about what God has done for you in the person of Jesus Christ. 
So if you said, ‘Pastor Mark, tell me the central fact of your life.’ I wouldn’t point to anyone of those 44 key facts. It is not anything I’ve done. The central fact of my life is what Christ did for me 2,000 years ago, before I was born. That changes everything. Jesus didn’t die just to make bad people good. He died to bring dead people back to life.

I want to pray for you. 

Father thank You for the way that You are working in our hearts this weekend. God, my prayer is that the resurrection of Jesus Christ would be a little more real. That it would define and redefine who we are. Lord for those who came in with seven problems they can’t fix or seven mistakes they can’t change, seven places where they are broken, God would You do for them what You did for Mary? Would You do it again and again and again? Lord thank You for the promise in Romans 10:9-10 If we confess with our mouth Jesus is Lord and believe in our heart that God raised Him from the dead, we shall be saved. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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