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{intro – female voice}

Every life tells a story. Every day is a snapshot of where you come from and where you are going. It is what connects us and what sets us apart. It allows us to know and truly be known. Your story is living proof of an idea, the conversion of idea to action. The worse day of your life becomes the first day of your testimony. Your weakness gives way to God’s glory.  Your tragedy makes way for triumph. People are searching. What will they find when they look to you? You have a story and someone desperately needs to hear it. You have a story worth sharing with and for one another.

{Jessica}

My mom loves Elmo! She collects every type of Elmo doll. At Christmas, we would buy her all types of Elmo dolls, big stuffed Elmo, Elmo balloons, Elmo mugs, but her favorite Elmo was the Tickle Me Elmo that sang and laughed. It sang this little song that went:  Elmo likes to go up, up, Elmo! And anytime my mom was having a bad day, she would lift up Elmo and toss him in the air so he would sing the song. That became our little joke. Anytime we were having a bad day, she would say, ‘You know, Jessica, Elmo likes to go up, up!’  
I was in Toronto working at a conference. I’m a meeting planner so I plan different conferences. I was at a hotel and I told my parents if they needed to reach me to send me an email. On that day, I get a Facebook message from my dad. It said Sit down, take a breath, call home.  My parents picked up the phone and they said, ‘Jessica, your mom’s cancer is back.’  The thing that was on her back was a tumor. Mom said they had taken her to the emergency room and examined that tumor and they found that her cancer was now not just breast cancer but it had moved into her liver and in her bones, which makes it stage four. I went up there and Dad and I bought Mom an Elmo balloon and brought it into her and I popped out with the balloon. At that point, she was still walking around and the tumors were starting to shrink and she was wearing a body brace, but I remember sitting there with her in the hotel room, they stayed at a hotel room, not at a hospital, and she was sitting there working. That was my mom. She was undergoing radiation treatments and she was still working remotely and making sure everything was ok and checking in on her women’s group at church. I remember Dad taking me across the street to get coffee and we were sitting outside the coffee shop and he said, ‘Jessica, I’m going to lose my wife and you are going to lose your mommy soon.’  I said, ‘No Dad! We can fight through this! A girl in my women’s class had stage four cancer and we prayed through it and everything is ok!’  He said he wanted me to be prepared and I said, ‘I can prepare but I don’t accept this yet!’  So a week before Thanksgiving, I was sitting there with Mom. She wasn’t eating much and I kept telling her she had to eat so she could take her pill and she was protesting. She kept saying she felt crazy and she had this look, she would look up at me and it was like it wasn’t my mom, it was this little kid. And she would say, ‘What’s wrong with me Jessica? Something is not right.’  So I told Dad we had to take her to the emergency room. So we went home that night and the next morning at 7:00, we got a phone call saying they think the cancer is progressing faster than they originally thought and they transferred her via ambulance to another hospital. The next day, the doctor came in and asked to talk to me and my dad outside the room. So we went outside with him, with my two aunts, and the doctor said the cancer that was in her bones was starting to leak calcium into her system, which caused the craziness. They said the chemo didn’t do its job, it wasn’t killing the cells and the cancer was far more and he gave her one week to live. I went home that night and I was going to do some work and then come to the hospital. I got a phone call at 7:00 a.m. from my aunt and she said, ‘Jessica, your mom woke up this morning and she said ‘I’m ready.’  I said, ‘What do you mean?’  She said, ‘She is done, she is ready.’  So I called my sister because my aunt didn’t want to because I’m the strong one in our family. My sister walked in and all of us cleared out so she could have a little time and she pulled out a little Elmo doll that she had bought my mom for Christmas. She had bought it early because she had found it on sale on ebay, she brought it out and the first thing Mom said was, ‘Up! Up!’  At that point, I lost it because I knew she wasn’t just talking about Elmo.  I got a phone call at 2:00 a.m. and my aunt just said, ‘She’s gone.’  I remember the first thing I wanted to do when I got home was to see my family, my church family, my little tribe. I was forced to lean on others and to be dependent on other people for the moment. I remember telling everyone that I needed them more than ever because I didn’t know how to fall apart. I didn’t know how to depend on others and to let other people do for me what I had been doing for them.  My women’s group was meeting and praying with different and this name kept coming to my head, Sue, Sue. Ok, Sue is sitting over there but I’ve only been going to this group for three months, how am I supposed to talk to someone who I’ve only known for three months? But I couldn’t get Sue’s name out of my head. So I went up to her that night and said, ‘Sue, this is a weird question, can you be my mentor?’ The scariest word in the world, right?  She said, ‘Yes! Yes! I’ll do that!’  We decided right then and there that we were going to meet once a week and I could unload on her and tell her anything that was going on in my life and I could just share with her and then I would feel more comfortable and not feel like I was being a burden to my friends who are my age and love me but I needed someone different. Not only had God brought someone into my life that I could share with and feel comfortable opening up about my mom with and the struggles I was going through and could help me not only spiritually but also relationally because she was invested in my life, and coming out of this being carried phase and into the carrying on phase.  I’m excited to see what God will do in my life through the memory of mom but also through the growth of depending on others and figuring out how things have worked in my life. What I love most about God is the way He lifts me up. It doesn’t matter how low I feel, He just lifts me right up. It’s God saying, ‘Up! Up!”
{Mark}

Take a deep breath. Thanks for Jessica for sharing her story. 
Romans 12:10

Be devoted to one another in brotherly love, honor one another above yourselves, never be lacking in zeal but keep your spiritual fervor serving the Lord. Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer. Share with God’s people who are in need. Practice hospitality. Bless those who persecute you. Bless and do not curse. Rejoice with those who rejoice. Mourn with those who mourn.  Live in harmony with one another.

There are more one another’s in this chapter of Scripture than anywhere else. This weekend, as we wrap up our ‘One Another’ series, we are going to unpack just a few of them.  
Paul says be devoted to one another in brotherly love.  It is this Greek word which means a love that is representative of a parent and a child, almost like Jessica’s love for her mother and her mother’s love for her. It is this unique bond between a parent and a child. It is this idea that we are extended family, if you will. And that takes us back to verse 1 of Romans 12

Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy to offer your bodies as living sacrifices holy and pleasing to God. 

I think that we put 49.9 percent of the focus of this verse on this little phrase ‘in view of God’s mercy’ and then we put another 49.9 percent focus on the other little phrase ‘offer your bodies as living sacrifices’ and we skip right over the words that are right there ‘brothers and sisters.’  We read it but it doesn’t register. It gets about .02 percent of the focus, but this is huge! See, God has given us a second family, a spiritual family. And it is probably just as dysfunctional as your biological family!  But I’m so grateful that God has given us two families, a biological family and a spiritual family. And that is really what this series has been about and that is part of what touched my heart in regards to Jessica’s story, how she had another family to turn to.

I think two things that Jessica said are so powerful.  She said, ‘I didn’t know how to fall apart,’ and ‘I didn’t know how to depend on others.’  And that is a scary place to be but sometimes, that is when God has us where He wants us. That is when you need a place like National Community Church when you need people like Heidi and like Sue or a small group that can come around you and be the church. I just want to say it again, you can’t go to church because you ARE the church! Church is whenever and wherever you are. We are not a church with six locations, we are a church with thousands of locations all over this city, all over this country, all around the world!  We are called to be the church, to be this extended family of God. And at a very fundamental level, we need to come to terms with the fact that we are brothers and sisters in Christ.

It continues and it says to be devoted to one another in brotherly love, honor one another above yourselves.  And this is where Paul is beginning to teach the believers in Rome how to be a spiritual family and at the very bedrock is this idea of honoring one another above yourself.

We have a core value as a church – everyone is in valuable and irreplaceable.  Let me talk for a moment about what that means because that is more than just some nice sentiment. By irreplaceable, what we mean is this, that 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. And the natural by-product of that is this, that no one can worship God like you or for you. There is no one else on the bench that can come in and be you. That’s why God wants you uniquely. He loves us all the same but in the same breath, He also loves all of us uniquely.  He loves us unlike anybody else because we are different. It’s like the way that I love my three kids. I don’t love them the same way, I love them differently because they are unique. I’d like to think that I love all three of my children fully, to the fullest extent of my ability. But they are so different. And when they love me, it is a very different kind of love or relationship. I think sometimes when we say, for God so loved the world, we get lost in it because it is such a huge thought. But can I just remind us today that to an infinite God, 7 billion is a lot less than 3 is to me. If you were to say to me two out of your three kids, well, I’m not satisfied with that! Because I love each one of my children and God loves each one of us. You are irreplaceable. 
I said this a few weeks ago but let me say it again, I know there are a lot of people who say, ‘I don’t need church,’ well, I beg to differ. I think you do. I don’t think you were meant to fly solo and there are going to be moments in your life, just like the moment Jessica had, where you need some people to lean on, to be the church, to be your spiritual brothers and sisters. But I think that is missing the whole point. The church needs you! I think we have this consumer mentality, like what’ in it for me. I promise you, we want to be a church where you can be fed and challenged and loved. I want the church to be everything you need it to be. But I also think it is not just about what is in it for me, it’s about what I can bring to the table. What kind of difference can I make? What do I have to offer? If you don’t go to church and you feel like you don’t need it, what a selfish thing, because the church needs you. We need all hands on deck.

We had a leadership summit this weekend and the things that are coming down the pipe this coming year, the dreams and visions that God has given us in terms of launching another location, the Dream Center, which we will talk a lot about in our next series. We need everybody. We need all of you to be engaged in what it is that God has called us to do.
So there is this idea that we are irreplaceable but let me talk about the invaluable piece of the statement. I think what it means is that you can’t calculate the value of a single soul. Jesus said, ‘What does it profit a man if he gains the whole world but loses his soul?’  Imagine a soul on this side of the scale and the entire world and everything it has to offer on this side, and what Jesus is saying is that that single soul tips the scale.  You are that valuable.
In a free market economy like ours, the value of something is determined by what someone is willing to pay for it. That is why I love what Jesus did. I think, Foth, and what a blessing to have Dick Foth with us for the last two weeks! I think Dick said it this way last weekend, that Christ died on the cross to set the value, your value, so high that He could not be outbid.  Your value is determined by the price that is willing to be paid for you, and Christ determined that value on the cross. If the sinless Son of God is willing to die for you, that is his way of saying that is what you are worth. You know what that means? It means the person you like least in the world is someone that Jesus died for. The person that you like least is someone that God put a value on them that cannot even be calculated and that’s when it begins to transform the way we treat one another. The reason why we honor one another is because of the value that God has set upon us.
Last weekend, I had the opportunity to do chapel on Saturday night for the Vikings who were in town playing the Redskins and they lost so I don’t know what that says about my message!  Maybe it wasn’t real effective. But it meant that we got free tickets to the game and I ended up taking Josiah with me and they were kind enough to give me field passes. I’ve never been down on a field so a couple hours before the game, we went down and it was pretty cool. I got to interact with some of the players that I’ve gotten to know over the last couple of years. We were right there by the goal posts hoping someone would miss kick and we could catch it. It was fun. Right before the game, the players were headed back to the locker room for the final prep for the game before coming back out and we happened to be right there by the tunnel where all of the Vikings ran by. We were saying ‘Hi’ to a few of the guys and then Adrian Peterson, the All-Pro running back, ran by and he tossed Josiah his glove!  And I actually captured it on my iPhone!  Would you like to see it?  I’d like to show it to you!  It was a really fun moment! I sound like a teenage girl and a Justin Beiber concert! It’s a little embarrassing. I was going to wear it this weekend but I thought that would be a little over the top.  It was the craziest thing!  So we go home and Josiah and was showing Lora, ‘Mom! Look what I got! Adrian Peterson’s glove!’  And we were going nuts. Ok, here is my guess, the thing probably cost about $19.95 but we only got one of them, so even less than that. It’s just a glove. It’s a glove!  But it’s whose hand was in that glove. So I’ve been wearing it to bed!  No, I haven’t but I have put it on a few times. So I was just laughing this week. It was a fun moment, a father son moment that was totally unexpected. And it got me thinking, it is the fact that this is something that really wouldn’t have a whole lot of meaning other than the fact of whose it is. Maybe this is cheesy, but it is not about who you are, it is about whose you are.  I remember hearing once, I remember someone once saying that if you were to take all the chemicals and different compounds and elements in your body, it would be worth like $2.99 or something like that.  That’s depressing! Is the human body really worth that much? But that is not what it is about.  It is the fact that our value has been set by Christ at the cross.

I want to make a point here and I want you to hear me.  If we walk away with anything, this is what I want to be imbedded in our spirits. You do not belong to God once, you belong to God twice. Once by virtue of creation and twice by virtue of redemption.  You don’t owe Him one life, you owe Him two lives. You belong to Him twice. I think when you come to faith in Jesus Christ, the possessive pronoun ‘my’ or ‘mine’ is out the window. You can’t say that about anything anymore. Nothing belongs to you. In fact, the Bible says you don’t even belong to you.  You belong to Jesus Christ and that’s why you have value. It is whose you are. It is the fact that God created you and God redeemed you and because of that, we have value.

I think you can place value on different people for a lot of different reasons, what they can do for you, maybe their net worth, the position or platform. We place value on everything from what they do to how they look. We have a terrible valuing system as a culture. Then Jesus comes along and says, ‘Let me set the price for everybody, you are all invaluable.’ And it is only when we begin to understand that Jesus said that you are worth dying for that it begins to change the way we treat one another.
I’m going to come back to this a little bit more as we talk about God’s mercy and as we prepare to celebrate communion together as a way of closing out this series.  I pray that this church would have a culture of honor, that we would give honor where honor is due.

This weekend, I met with a church planter and one of the first things I said, my exhortation to him was go and find every pastor that you can in the city where you are planting and give them honor. They have planted some seeds that you are going to harvest and they have plowed some soil. So don’t go in there and think that because you are going to do it differently, and I said you need to do it differently, otherwise there is no reason for you to plant this church, but just because you are going to do it differently doesn’t mean that it is better. We need to give honor where honor is due. I think one thing that I have learned in my relationship with Dick Foth, and one of the reasons why we are spending time together working on a book, 70 Trips Around the Sun, Dick just turned 70 and I’ve always loved his nomenclature, the way he talks about a year as a trip around the sun, so we’ve been sitting down and recording conversations and capturing. I feel like, for me, it is one of my greatest stewardship responsibilities to make sure some of the things I’ve learned from the wisdom that he has passed on to me gets passed on to another generation. But what we have found in our relationship, and I wasn’t planning on saying this but it is this idea that we’ve got to honor those who have gone before us and affirm those who come after us. I don’t think it is much more complicated than that. The problem is that we always want the affirmation without giving the honor. And I think it starts with giving honor where honor is due. And when you do that, it is God’s order, it is the way He has created things. Then it creates an environment where I think God can move.

There is only one person to be worshipped and that is Jesus Christ, but I think we need a culture where we honor one another. 

I was out at Biola University this week speaking at a conference there and I had lunch with Dr. Barry Cory who is the President of Biola. I actually met him through Dick Foth, surprise, surprise. So he invited me to come out and speak and it was so fun to walk across the campus with him. He is loved by those students. It was so interesting to me. The highlight was, there was this moment we were walking through a quad open area and there were these kids who had set up a booth and they were selling t-shirts. They were Dr. Barry Cory t-shirts but they call him DBC. It’s like his rap handle, Dr. Barry Cory, DBC, and it has his face super-imposed on it and they gave me one. I don’t know when I’m going to wear that! But it was fun to see that culture and here’s what I think, I think that the people I like being around are the people who take God seriously but don’t take themselves very seriously.  And I think few things are less impressive than someone who is trying to impress. But I wonder if some of that infighting and striving and jockeying for position and wanting the upper hand is because we don’t honor one another. But if we truly honored one another and treated each other the way we could and should, I think it would create a culture where we would have the freedom to be ourselves and not be anybody else. 
I think the greatest freedom in the world is not having to prove yourself to anybody because it has already been proven by Christ on the cross. You don’t have to prove it, God proved it at Calvary and it sets us free to be the people God wants us to be. Honor one another. 

Briefly, bless those who persecute you. Bless and do not curse. The Greek word means to bless but it is also where we get our English word to eulogize.  I remember hearing a story about two friends who were sitting down talking about their legacy and their life and what was important and how they wanted to be remembered and one friend asked the other friend, ‘If you could eaves drop on your eulogy, what would you want to hear people say?’  He said, ‘I think I’d want to hear them say Look! He’s moving!’  But it is this idea of bragging behind each other’s back. I got a wonderful email this week from someone who is on our worship team bragging about one of our worship leaders who went over the top last weekend. He went an extra ten miles and fought through some challenges and brought everything they had to lead us in worship, and when I got that, I was like, yes, that’s it! That is what we are supposed to be about! Blessing one another with our words. For what it is worth, this is a present imperative verb, which  literally means to be constantly blessing.  

Can I share that I learned something this week? I rarely read reviews.  I don’t like Googleing myself because there are always going to be a few people that throw stones at you. And as a writer, you take your heart out of your chest and you put it out here. So you can have 100 5 star reviews on Amazon but it is that one 1 star that just lights into you and gets your goat. Now you are all going to go read them! But I’ve operated in this principle that I don’t play defense. I’m going to try to be obedient to God’s voice the best way I know how. Life is too short to play defense, to try to please everybody. So generally speaking, I have a rule of thumb, I keep my head down and keep moving forward and if I take a few hits on the chin, it is probably good for me, it keeps me humble and it keeps me in this mode of evaluating myself and making sure I am doing the right things for the right reasons. So that is me, thanks for letting me process some of that. This is the first time I have ever done this but this week, there was a review that was posted on one sight, it was the only review, and I happened to find out that this was someone who has credentials with the same organization that I have, so it just didn’t feel right. It felt like, Mark are you just not defending yourself or is there a little bit of pride too? It was a crazy thing. I felt this prompting that I needed to reach out to this person and humble myself and say, ‘I understand what you are saying and I want you to know that I don’t want there to be anything between us.’  So I just took an olive branch and put it out there. And it wasn’t five minutes and he emailed me back, and we probably emailed half a dozen times back and forth. Honestly, it was about one word that I used in one of my books. I like redeeming words that might be used in different ways and using them for God’s purpose, but he said he pastors a church where they are all 70 something and he said that word is interpreted differently by his generation and it wasn’t a word he liked, so he posted that review. And I said, ‘I can totally understand that.’  And I tried to at least explain why I used it and my mindset. The next thing you know, and this wasn’t the goal, but bless his heart, he went on one sight and changed his review and updated it and then there was another site that didn’t even allow you edit it, he went to trouble of making some phone calls to get a review removed so that then he could post another one. And I just emailed him and said, ‘You went way over the top.  That was so gracious!’  I wasn’t expecting that, I just wanted to make sure we were ok. I think what I learned is that if you don’t react, but if you really try to be a blessing, if you try to do the right thing and if you are willing to humble yourself and at least try to live authentically, then good things can happen.
And that leads me to the very last point. It says live in harmony with one another. I wonder how the heart of our heavenly Father must break when He sees his children fighting with each other over things that don’t warrant it. I really honestly believe that we are in a battle. There is a very real enemy but we are so busy fighting with each other, we don’t have time or energy left to battle the enemy and to win some enemy territory back for the kingdom. When it says live in harmony with one another, it doesn’t mean everybody needs to think the same way and be passionate about the same stuff. No! The idea of harmony, and I’m not a musician nor the son of a musician but it is this idea that there are a combination of notes that create this complementary sound that is beautiful. It is harmonizing with one another. I don’t have time but Romans 12 talks about these different gifts that God has given us. You don’t have to be as passionate about everything that I’m passionate about and vice versa. We are the body of Christ and we are a family and we are representative of who He is.  
It goes back to this. It says to live in harmony with one another but I think we go back to verse 1 and that is where we are going to end. 

Dear brothers and sisters, in very of God’s mercy…

All week, I’ve been thinking about one line of lyrics from a worship chorus that we sang in one of our services last weekend, a thousand times I have failed but your mercy remains.  All week, I’ve been thinking about that little line because I have failed a thousand and one times, but his mercy remains. I think that the key to really loving one another and encouraging one another and honoring one another, being devoted to one another, all of these one another’s, it is about understanding the mercy that God has shown us.

So here is what I want to close with.  The ground is even at the foot of the cross. There is not one of us that will get into God’s good graces on the merits of anything we’ve done. All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. I think we are ok with relying upon God’s mercy 99 percent, but most of us want 1 percent of the equation. We at least want it to have a little bit to do with us. I mean, God, can't it at least be 1 percent, our good works?  No! What I’m telling you today is that your righteousness is as filthy rags. It doesn’t count for anything. It is not about what you can do for God, it is about what He has done for you. It is by the mercy of God and the mercy of God alone that we can stand before our heavenly Father someday because our sin was paid for at the cross and his righteousness has been credited to our account.

It says in view of God’s mercy.

It was about a year ago that I went to a shooting range for the first time. We shot some clay pigeons. I had to pass a class in order to do it. Here’s the deal, the instructor taught us that we have a dominate eye. The dominate eye is the eye where, well let me take you through it, make a little triangle with your hands like this, put it out like this and pick an object that is far away and close one eye and then close the other eye and which one do I move in and which one do I stay locked right in the middle. Your dominate eye is the eye that keeps me right in the middle of that triangle. And if you are trying to shoot with your non-dominate eye, I mean, my shooting with the dominate eye isn’t good but it would be even worse with the non-dominate eye. 

Here is what I think, when it says in view of God’s mercy, we keep our non-dominate eye on the mercy of God, and because of that, it always moves out of that triangle and we get focused on our circumstances or where we have messed up or we allow the condemnation of the enemy to come at us. When it says in view of God’s mercy, it is saying keep your dominate eye on the mercy of God. Fix your eyes on Jesus. Make sure that the mercy of God is front and center, that it is right here all the time! Then that will change the way you see yourself when you look in the mirror and it will change not only the way you see other people but the way you treat them.  They are the object of God’s mercy. The question is – are they the object of your mercy? We all want God to be merciful to us, but the next person, well, that’s a little tougher.  
In view of God’s mercy; so how do we keep God mercy in view? We go back to the foot of the cross and we kneel right there and we say to God, ‘Mercy, have mercy upon me.’  And that’s why we celebrate communion.  At all of our locations, let me invite our ushers to come and our worship band to come as I lead us in prayer.

Father, as we prepare for a sacred moment, a moment when we remember what You accomplished for us on the cross, may we be mindful, may we keep in view, may we fix our eyes, may we keep our dominate eye on the mercy that You have given to us. God, in these moments, I pray that we would have a very personal moment with You where we can make our own individual confessions and then receive the righteousness that You have for us and the forgiveness that is ours through the precious blood of Christ. I pray also that God, You would help us not to celebrate communion by ourselves as if no one is around us. There are lots of people around us who are also the recipients of your grace. May we celebrate communion this weekend with one another as brothers and sisters who have all received your mercy?  In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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