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Once again, welcome to National Community Church, all seven of our locations. We are absolutely thrilled that you are here this weekend. What a great weekend for you to be here! On the way in at all of our campuses, you should have received an annual report that looks like this. If you didn’t, hold up your hand and our ushers will bring you one because this is our message  notes this weekend. So we want you to have one of these in your hand.  Open it up and I want to take a couple of moments to walk through this report and in just a few minutes I will share a short message that God has put on my heart for this weekend.
On the very first page, you will find three core convictions. Let me take a moment and frame these convictions. In 1962, the Nobel Prize for Physiology and Medicine was awarded to Frances Craig, James Watson and Maurice Wilkins for their discovery of the double helix in DNA. I’m not a geneticist nor the son of a geneticist so please forgive me for my very simplified explanation but every strand of DNA is comprised of four ? but I’m just going to abbreviate them into four letters, G, A, T and C. It is a genetic alphabet, if you will. The longest human chromosome is chromosome number one and contains 220 million base pairs. It is the double helix in DNA that allows for something called DNA replication. Stick with me for a minute. I think that maybe one of the greatest miracles is the miracle of conception. A fertilized egg becomes two cells and then becomes eight cells. Now this is a mystery to scientists but those eight cells, something happens because the genes within those eight cells are activated and by the time that baby is done developing in the mother’s womb, it will have a hundred trillion cells.  If you’re personal Gnome sequence was written out long hand, it would be a 3 billion word book. For comparison, the King James Version of the Bible has 783,137 words. So your genetic code is the equivalent of nearly 4,000 Bibles! If your unique genetic code were an audio book, and you were read at a rate of one double helix per second, it would take nearly a century to put you into words! C’mon! You are fearfully and wonderfully made! We are God’s workmanship created in Christ Jesus. There never has been and never will be anyone like you. That’s not a testament to you, that’s a testament to the God who created you. What that means is that no one can worship God like you or for you! You are invaluable and irreplaceable. That is one of our core values as a church and I’m so glad you are here. I’m so glad you are a part of National Community Church.
Now, every human being shares about 99 percent of their DNA with every other human. Immediate family members, however, share about 99.5 percent of the same DNA. In other words, there is only half of one percent difference. Are you still with me? Are you wondering what in the world does this have to do with our three core convictions? Which I like to call our triple helix! I think it is this, I want to be very clear, every church has the same mission, go and make disciples of all nations! It is called the Great Commission and if we are going to be great at anything, let’s be great at the Great Commission! I hope every church shares the same creed, Jesus is Lord. What I’m saying is, there is one church! And it is not about the name of the church over the door, it is about the name that is above every other name. But at the same time, every church is unique, but here’s what I’m going to suggest, we are 99.5 percent the same. Or we should be if we are preaching and practicing the gospel, then we are all part of the same church and we celebrate that here at National Community Church.
But can I take a moment and suggest that every church, like every person, is about one half of one percent unique? It is the unique personality and passion. Sometimes it even has to do with where that church is located. Sometimes it has to do with the demographic of that church. All I know is this, we need lots of different kinds of churches because there are lots of different kinds of people. It is not about being better or worse, it is about being different, and not for difference’s sake but to make a difference. God wants us to have a unique impact as a church. So our three core convictions, I think, are that one half of one percent of our unique genetic code here at National Community Church. 

Let me take a moment to touch on these. We believe that the church ought to be the most creative place on the planet. God is infinitely creative. Do you know what gets us up in the morning? The fact that there are ways of doing church that no one has thought of yet. We are orthodox in belief, but we are unorthodox in practice and we think that is ok. If the kingdom of God had departments, we would apply for research for development. One of our core values is everything is an experiment. The bottom line is this, if you want to reach people no one is reaching, you might have to do something that no one is doing. I really believe that our church exists for those who have given up on church. What’s amazing to me is how many people National Community Church is the very first church, even if they grew up growing to church, they went because their parents took them, but for so many people, National Community Church is the first church that they choose. And I love that! I love that we are a church for those who maybe grew up going to church but quit going to church or for many people, they would never step foot in a church. We believe the church should be the most creative church on the planet. 
The second core conviction is that the church belongs in the middle of the marketplace. Listen, a church that stays within its four walls is not a church at all. I’m not sure exactly what it is but Jesus said, ‘Go!’  So our MO is go, set, ready. We got the green light 2,000 years ago and we want to be about the Father’s business. We are not about standing outside the Areopagus and boycotting. Are you tracking with me biblically? Paul went into the Areopagus and competed for the truth in the marketplace of ideas. Can I suggest that you can’t go to church because you are the church! In fact, we are not one church with seven locations. We are one church with thousands of locations. Wherever you go, National Community Church is! You are the church! And we believe that your job is your pulpit and that your colleagues are your congregation. This isn’t about doing some religious duty and coming to church for an hour every weekend. No! It is about living out our faith Monday to Friday. 
At the end of the day, we want to help you get a vision from God and go for it. I believe church is a two way street. We invite you to be part of the dream that God has given us corporately as a church but we also want to be part of the dream that God is giving you. So you know what, we are going to dream big, we are going to think long and we are going to pray hard.

The third conviction, which might be our most deeply held, is that God will bless this church in proportion to how we care for the poor in our city and how we give to missions. I will break that down a little bit more a little bit later. But we really believe that if we are going to be great at anything, let’s be great at the Great Commandment and great at the Great Commission. We want to be more known for what we are for than what we are against. We believe that when we work like it depends on us and pray like it depends on God that some incredible things begin to happen.

At the end of the day, we exist as a church to make the name of Jesus famous. The name that is above every other name. He is the Shepherd of this church and He said, ‘I will build my church.’  He didn’t say you will build your church. It is not our church, it is his. And I’ve learned in over 17 years of leading this church, if we can stay out of the way, God can do some incredible things. Unless the Lord builds the house, they who labor, labor in vain.

Now, if you turn the page, you will find a little bit of where we’ve been and a little bit of where we are going. I love these defining moments and I will touch on some of those in a few minutes but then also what we dream of. We dream of a day that a mission team is deployed 52 weeks a year! We want a team coming and going all the time. Next year, we will take 27 trips! Praise God! But we are going to keep moving towards being this church that is about the Father’s business. We dream of baptizing 500 people in one day. We dream of Ebenezers expanding around the city and around the country and around the world. We believe that our best days are in front of us. So thank God for our history!

But I can’t wait to see what’s next!

Now, turn the page and this is where I want to be very careful. Please hear what I am about to say. I want to make sure we interpret these numbers is a way that would be honoring to God. I promise you we are going to celebrate them because anything less would be negligence. We believe that God deserves the glory and the credit for these numbers in this report. But I have a friend who pastors one of the largest churches in the country and I love what he says. There vision is to reach 100,000 people and they are a third of the way there. The crazy thing is they are in South Carolina! Perry says this, ‘Every number has a name and every name has a story and every story matters to God.’  This is not about numbers. These are about names and their stories. These are about people that matter to God. So, last year there were 96 baptisms at National Community Church. Praise God! We grew by about 700 people last year. Part of what is remarkable about that is that we are such a transient church that we probably had 400 or 500 people move away who were here doing an internship or a couple years on Capitol Hill, but what is amazing, last year we grew, let me put it this way, it took us seven years as a church to grow from 19 people to 700 people. God grew us more in the last year than the first seven years combined. Listen, God is able to accomplish more in one day than we can accomplish in a lifetime. If we plant and water, God is going to give the increase. But it is not about numbers. We believe that every person who walks through our doors is not by accident, it is a divine appointment and we have an opportunity to touch that person’s life for eternity.
Turn the page, I’m not going to go into depth on a lot of these but I love that we have 232 kids every week in Crosswalk Kids. That is crazy to me because I remember when our three kids were the only kids at National Community Church! Praise God that He is raising up the next generation to stand on our shoulders to make a difference.

About 61 percent of NCCers were involved in a small group.  150 people went through the Alpha course. 110 people went through our Freshmen of the City. 

On the next page, I don’t know that there is a number that is more near and dear to the heart of our heavenly Father than mentoring 75 kids through the Southeast White House. God loves the fatherless and we want to come alongside those who don’t have a father and be a blessing and be a father figure and mentor those kids.  

Last year, 270 NCCers invested 154 days collectively on the mission field. I’ve said this before, let me say it again, I believe that one mission trip is worth more than 52 sermons. Why? Because that is when you, when your heart begins to break for the things that break the heart of God, then something, that is the foundation of God doing a work in your life. I don’t know that that happens as often when you listen to a sermon as when you go and be the hands and the feet of Jesus.

On the next page, you will see that our podcast was played 185,453 times in 181 countries. Those just seem like numbers but the first thing I think of is Jack Halloran, one of our missionaries. Years ago, Jack’s mom told him he needed to listen to this church’s podcast. Jack was far from God but he tuned into our podcast and during our podcast, he knelt down and gave his life to Christ. The next Sunday, he showed up at church and told me what happened and I was like Praise God and pass the popcorn! That’s an old saying here at NCC. Popcorn is our incense! By the way, did you know that studies have been done that popcorn dramatically increases memory capacity! These are scientific studies! We may have the best sermon recall of any church in the country if that is the case! Jack is now representing us, he is our missionary in South Africa. I don’t even know how many people he has led to the Lord but God is using him in a powerful way. Every number has a name! Every name has a story! Every story matters to God!

A few years ago, we started this thing called Ebenezers Coffee House. Since we opened our doors, we’ve had over one million customers. Last year, 158,587 people. But we made a decision from the outset that we would give every penny of profit to missions. Since we opened our doors, we have given $813,737 both to local causes, kingdom causes that we care about deeply right here in DC and to projects all around the world.

Let’s flip the page then we will jump into the message. Last year, you gave $7,428,543. I don’t even know how to respond to that. It doesn’t seem like a thank you is adequate but we believe that the greatest investment we can make is one that returns eternal dividends. That is compound interest for eternity. Here is what I love. I think this is the most significant number in this report. Last year, we gave $1,859,215 to missions. That represents 25 percent of our total income. We believe that corporately we should practice what we encourage you to practice. We would never not tithe. So we believe the first fruits, the first 10 percent of what God entrusts to us as a church needs to go right back to kingdom causes that are outside the four walls of our church. Historically, we’ve given 15 to 18 percent. Last year is the highest percentage we’ve ever given, 25 percent given to missions. But I dream of the day that half of what comes in goes right back out to serve those kingdom purposes that God has called us to be part of. I think that this might be a moment where ought to give God the praise for what He has done! Let’s thank Him!
If you have a Bible, turn over to Zachariah Chapter 4, verse 6
6 So he said to me, “This is the word of the Lord to Zerubbabel: ‘Not by might nor by power, but by my Spirit,’ says the Lord Almighty.
7 “What are you, mighty mountain? Before Zerubbabel you will become level ground. Then he will bring out the capstone to shouts of ‘God bless it! God bless it!’”
8 Then the word of the Lord came to me: 9 “The hands of Zerubbabel have laid the foundation of this temple; his hands will also complete it. Then you will know that the Lord Almighty has sent me to you.
10 “Do not despise the day of small things, since the seven eyes of the Lord that range throughout the earth will rejoice when they see the chosen capstone in the hand of Zerubbabel?”
The first weekend of 1996, the blizzard of 96 left record snowfall in the DC area. About two feet of snow from a Saturday into the Sunday. We didn’t at that point as transplants from the Midwest that this city shuts down when there is a chance of snow. We didn’t know you could cancel church! That is just the kind of church we grew up in. So Lora and I and Parker, who was three months old, got into our Ford Taurus and we lived in Kingstowne at the time, where one o four campuses is now, and I remember pulling out and even for a Midwestern boy, this was a lot of snow, I was wondering how many people would show up for church. But I knew there would be at least three! So we got onto the street and I had to get out to push the car up that hill. So we finally got onto the highway and we made it into church and we were pretty excited because it was our first Sunday and you have this dream of a grand opening, and no one else showed up! The upside is that we experienced a 633 percent growth spurt the next week! 19 people showed up and we started having church in a DC public school. I’ll be honest, there was nothing glamorous about it. We would start services with six or eight people and we averaged about 20 or 25 and half of them were GW students. I remember as we approached the month of May, I thought to myself, these students are going home for the summer! This is going to be a rough summer. And they did and our attendance went to half and we were barely hanging in there. I remember that our total income was $2,000 a month in June, July and August. That is an annualized income of $24,000 as a church. I’m not going to ask for a raise of hands but I wonder how many of you make more than $24,000 a year. And $1,600 a month went to rent the DC public school where we met. So that left $400 dollars for our salary and all other expenses. Small beginnings. 
I remember a moment in August when I thought is this church going to make it, especially when the DC public school shut down because of fire code violations and we were about to become a homeless church. I remember thinking to myself, what difference does it make because these 19 people could all find a better, healthier church to go to. The only reason why I went to National Community Church is because I was the pastor and I had to! But I honor the sacrifice of those who, in our early years when we didn’t have much to offer as a church, sacrificed some of the amenities that they could have found at other churches to be part of something that they believed God had planned and purposed for the nation’s capital.  And the Lord spoke to me. It was one of those defining moments where I felt like God challenged me and challenged us that we needed to start to give to missions. Have you ever gotten into an argument with God? I remember thinking to myself, getting logical with God, ‘God, we are the missionary! We are the ones who need support!’ There were a few churches that were supporting us. We were the missionary! ‘God, You need to speak to someone else about giving to missions!’ But I couldn’t shake it and I just had this conviction that if we would start giving to missions, start giving what we don’t have, that God might begin to provide for us. So I remember September 1, 1996, we wrote our first $50 check to missions. I look back on it now and it is funny saying, like 50 bucks, really? It was money we didn’t have and it was a big step of faith. I remember, we gave that missions gift and the next month, our giving tripled. I didn’t preach on tithing, we didn’t ask people for money, but I believe Luke 6:38 is true, give and it will be given unto you, good measure pressed down shaken together running over be poured into your lap for with the measure you use, it will be measured unto you. I discovered that when you get into an argument with God, if you lose that argument, you win! And if you win that argument, you lose!  And we never looked back. I have always believed that if we care about those things that are near and dear to the heart of God, those who haven’t heard the name of Jesus hearing the gospel, us going to third world countries where maybe they don’t have some of the material things that we have but we have an opportunity to leverage what God has given us to share the gospel with them. If we would care for the poor in our city, I believe that if we focus on those things that are near and dear to the heart of God, God will take care of our bottom line. And He has.  Small beginnings. A $50 check.  And last year, 1.8 million dollars given! Do not despise the day of small beginnings!
Then in 1997, there was an opportunity for us to do an outreach. At that point, our church was about 50 people and Convoy of Hope, which we’ve hosted many Convoys of Hope over the years, but this was the very first one. They approached us and said how would you like to have us bring in a semi-tractor trailer filled with groceries and you can just be a blessing to your community, and we said that sounds awesome to us! They said, ‘You will need about 400 volunteers to pull off this outreach.’  I was thinking to myself, we have 50 people. But we really believe that if your dream isn’t destined to fail without divine intervention, it is too small and that God often calls us to do something that is bigger than we are. So we said we would do it. Other churches rallied around us and that day, we were able to bless 5,000 people. I wish I could tell you that 5,000 people showed up at church the next day, but the truth is, I think it was about two. But here’s what I’ve learned, if you are faithful over here, God might bless you there but He might not, He might bless you over here or over there or over there. And He might not do it right now. He might do it then or then or then. But if you do the right thing, if you do little things like they are big things, God is going to do big things like they are little things. This church is a testament to that principle.

Do not despise the day of small beginnings.

You remember the many years later we hosted a Convoy of Hope that required a lot more volunteers than that and we were able to touch 10,000 people, and just about the time we started to pat ourselves on the back and feel really good about doing something one day, we felt like God spoke to us and said what you did today, I want you to do every day. And we were thinking to ourselves, it took a year for us to organize and pull off this outreach and we felt like God said I want you to do it 24/7.  That’s when the dream for the DC Dream Center was birthed in our hearts, the place that would be a 24/7 presence in a part of our city that needs it most. 

Do not despise the day of small beginnings because if we are faithful in the small things, then God will continue to do things and bless us in ways that are way beyond what we can imagine.

There are so many numbers in this report that are a testament to God’s faithfulness and God’s grace. In fact, I would like to suggest that this annual report is a praise report and it is a plumb line. Remember it says that God rejoiced when He saw the plumb line in Zerubbabel’s hand. Here’s the amazing thing, he hadn’t even started rebuilding the temple. All he did was take out this ancient tape measure called a plumb line and God was like, this is awesome, you are getting started! God rejoices over the little things, those little acts of faithfulness and love and then He blesses them and they become something that is so much bigger than what we can imagine.

So we are going to continue to do little things like they are big things.

For the sake of time, let me put this passage in reverse. Do not despise the day of small beginnings. We could talk about story after story after story. Every small group starts out as a small group. I remember when I thought how are we ever going to multiply this small group into two small groups. And it took us several years. And then I remember it took forever to get to 12 groups. This semester, we will offer 122 groups! The truth of the matter is that I believe that as we are faithful to God’s calling on us as a church that the day will come when we are not reaching just thousands but ten thousands, and in order to reach ten thousand, you can’t just grow bigger, you have to grow smaller. When we are a church of 10,000 people, we need 1,000 small groups. Do you know what our leaders are talking about this weekend on our leadership retreat? How do we get from here to there? I’ll be honest, we don’t know. We don’t have all the answers but I go right back to the verse right before this in Zachariah 4: It is not by might nor by power but by my Spirit, sayeth the Lord.

Billy Graham once made this observation. He said if the Holy Spirit were removed from the early church, 95 percent of her activities would cease. Then he leveled this indictment against the American church. He said if the Holy Spirit were removed from the American church, 95 percent of her activities would continue on as if nothing happened.

Lord forgive us for any human strategy that is not conceived in the presence of God or sustained by the power of God. It is not by might nor by power but by my Spirit, sayeth the Lord.

What are you, mighty mountain, before Zerubbabel? You will become level ground. I love this imagery. In fact, I wonder if this is what fired across Jesus’ synapses when He said if you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say to that mountain move from here to there and it will move. 

He who began a good work is going to carry it to completion. I think the best is yet to come! God has prepared good works in advance for us as a church. I think sometimes we get fixated on the mountains and we spend a lot of time talking to God about the mountains in our lives. Well, maybe at some point, we need to stop doing that and do this, we need to start talking to our mountains about God. 

Here is what I believe, if we dream big, think long and pray hard, God is going to do immeasurably more than all we can ask or imagine. So we have a hard time asking God for cities but that is not what He promised. In Psalm 2:8, He said, ‘Ask of Me and I will give the nations.’

So Lord forgive us for asking for cities when You want to give us nations. I believe God has raised us up as a church to make a difference in this city and to make a difference around the world. Praise God! We want to be careful to celebrate everything that God has done because every number has a name, every name has a story and every story matters to God.
But here we are. Here we are. What is next? What is next for us as a church? I sure hope that we aren’t comfortable. That is why we have a 20/20 vision, 20 locations by the year 2020. The second half of the vision is to be giving two million to missions annually. We might have to up the ante on that one because we almost got there this year. We want to grow more so that we can give more. And as long as there is one person that is within reach of National Community Church who does not have a personal relationship with Jesus Christ, who has not knelt at the foot of the cross, has not experienced the grace of God, whose sin is not nailed to the cross, we need to grow by one more person. 

So may the Lord help us. We thank Him for the small beginnings and I believe the day will come that we will look back at 2014 and smile and say remember when, the small beginnings. More people just means more responsibility to hit our knees, to seek God and believe God wants to do something way bigger than any one of us. But together we can make a difference beyond what we can imagine. Let’s pray.

Lord, I pray that You would help us steward these blessings that You have given to us. God we thank You for every person who is a part of this church, not here by accident but here by divine appointment. Lord thank You for those small beginnings because it reminds us that it wasn’t by might nor by power but by your Spirit. This is your church and God You get all of the glory for it. Lord I pray that You would do a new thing in each one of our hearts, that God, we would humble ourselves before You and we would stand on the promise of your Word that if my people who are called by my name will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, I will forgive their ways and heal their land. God, I pray for your anointing on National Community Church. Lord I thank You for the privilege of being part of what You are doing. I pray that You would inspire each one of us to step in and to step up to what it is You have called us to do. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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