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Happy New Year! I want to say a special Happy New Year to all of our Virginia locations that are joining us today at the Potomac Yard campus and those who are listening via podcast. Ryan and I just got back from Oregon. We were visiting his family and we took our very rambunctious, opinionated, curious, energetic 20 month old on her first cross country flight. And before we did this, we had a lot of physical preparation. Do we have enough stickers? Do we have enough food? Do we have enough downloaded video games and toys? Do we have enough stickers again? We did a lot of mental preparation like reminding ourselves, she is a good kid, she’s got a good kid and she’s done really well on previous flights so we will probably be ok and we are team Zempel so no matter what happens, we are up for adventure. She we decided she is either going to be awesome on the flight or we are going to have some awesome stories coming back! Here is what I’ve learned, hats off to you guys with multiple kids! Hats off especially to you single parents, to you parents that made that kind of trip at 20 days instead of 20 months. Hats off to our military families, especially our spouses who make those international trips with kids all the time! It is a little anti-climactic to say this but she actually did pretty well.  We had a great time. We hiked the redwoods, we explored sea caves, we got to spend time running on the beaches of the Oregon coast and then Ryan and I got to do the very festive thing that we do every Christmas day, go to the movies at night. We got to see the new Star Wars Rogue One! I love Star Wars and there was a line from that movie that has stuck with me and it was this, rebellions are built on hope. I love Star Wars and I believe that the theological underpinnings of Star Wars are mostly all wrong! But that idea that rebellions are built on hope will preach! So that’s what I’m going to do this weekend.
Hope! Hope is the fuel for change. Hope is what rebellions are built on. Sometimes we think it is anger or frustration or discontent or discomfort-ability that is what produces change in our lives and those are excellent catalysts but what sees us through to finish line is hope. 

Some of us are in a season, maybe all of us are in a season where we are thinking through our goals for the year and the changes we want to see in the year, our word for the year, our verse for the year, and if I could just be really presumptuous this weekend, I just wanted to declare a word over our entire National Community Church family for this year, and it is hope. I want us to see us be people of hope. It is not a word to do, it is not a goal to achieve. It is a perspective. It is a mindset. It is what rebellions are built on. I don’t know what rebellion you are launching in your life this year. It might be a rebellion against your eating habits. It might be a rebellion against addiction. It might be a rebellion against your work-life balance. But whatever rebellion you are launching, it will not be won by your diet, your exercise, your goal list, your task list, your perspective, your discipline alone. You need something that is bigger than you and you need something that is stronger than your task list and that is hope. Our frustration and our discontent and our anger and all those things can catalyze change but change crosses the finish line on the wings of hope. 
I want to talk to you this weekend about hope from a passage in the Bible that we typically reserve for funerals. Psalm 23. I feel like it is really unfortunate that we reserve most often this Psalm for funerals because when we read it, we come to the end, and spoiler alert, at the end we read this statement that your goodness, your mercy, your unfailing love will follow me all the days of my life. This Psalm is full of promises for the living. I know it gives us comfort in times of mourning and in times of passing and in times of death but this is a declaration of hope for the living. 

Psalm 23 opens like this.

1 The Lord is my shepherd;
    I have all that I need.

Ok, so the Bible sometimes is a little weird. The Lord is my shepherd. Of all the words that could be used to describe who the Lord is, my shepherd might be a little bit of a foreign concept to many of us. It is not something that is prevalent in our culture. But shepherds were prominent characters in the Old Testament times. And they had very lengthy and varied job descriptions. They had to lead the sheep and feed the sheep and make sure they had water and make sure they were groomed and make sure they were protected and make sure enemies and predators were thwarted. They even had to deliver the lambs. They were protectors and they were providers and they cared for and loved the sheep and they knew the sheep by name. And the guy writing this 23rd Psalm was David and David was a very popular king of Israel, legendary. But before he was a king, he was a shepherd. In fact, many of the people that God used prominently in the Old Testament began or spent a season of their lives as shepherds. Abraham, Isaac, Jacob all spent a season as shepherds. Moses, the legendary deliverer of the people of Israel out of slavery spent 40 years as a shepherd. And before David ascended the throne of Israel and became the king that he was, he was a shepherd. And as he was sitting in his palace and thinking about who God is and what his relationship is like with his God, he reflects back on those days and says the Lord is my shepherd and because of that, I have everything I need. 
David roots his hope in the character of God. We find hope in God’s character and who He is. David doesn’t find hope in his abilities or hope in his circumstances or hope in his talent. He roots his hope in the character of God. 

I think we have two ways that we can choose to live. One is we can look to God and let what we know to be true about his character tell us what we know to be true about our circumstances. Or we can look around at our circumstances and let those inform us what must be true about God’s character. We can let the characteristics of our circumstances tell us what to believe about the character of God or we can let what we know to be true about the character of God tell us what to think about the characteristics of our circumstances. I think sometime we spend so much time talking to God about how bad our circumstances are. What if we started talking to our circumstances about how big our God is! Hope is rooted in the character of God.

If you have been at NCC for any length of time, you have heard me talk about this before. When I read Scripture, I keep a pen in one hand and I try to circle, underline, highlight, mark any time I see a name or attribute of God’s character. I think sometimes we read this book a little bit like we would read our yearbooks from school, looking for pictures of ourselves and pictures of our friends. So there are certain pages that it doesn’t make sense to look at because we know we are not on that page! But! The Word of God has less to do with us and more to do with who God is and we find God’s character on every single page. And I want the character of God to screaming off the page at me so just as an example, when I read through the book of Matthew a couple years ago, I circled and highlighted and made a list of all the names and attributes I saw about God. And in the book of Matthew alone, I find that He is the rewarder. He is Messiah. He is God with us. The Son of God, the provider, the healer, the teacher, the forgiver of sins. He is gentle and humble and compassionate. He is the multiplier of food! Amen! He is shepherd. He is creator and servant. And on and on and on it goes. 
See, we have the resources we need because He is provider. We have the oxygen we need because He is sustainer. We have the confidence we need because He is trustworthy. 

You might be here with us this weekend and you don’t know what you think about God. You don’t even know what you think about the Bible but I dare you, I just dare you, check it out. See what the Bible says about who God is. You might be surprised by what’s in there. And you might be surprised by what is not in there. 

Hope is rooted in the character of God. The Lord is my shepherd, I have all that I need. When we know who God is and we remind ourselves of who God is and we declare who God is, that alone produces hope in our lives.

We keep reading.

He lets me rest in green meadows. He leads me beside peaceful streams. He renews my strength.

See, knowing God’s character produces hope and entering into his rest restores hope. Some of you this weekend, I believe the message that God most wants to convey to you right now is stop trying to earn my favor and rest in the favor I have already given you. It is not about trying harder, it is about come closer. 

Did you know the first spiritual practice we see in Scripture is rest? It is this discipline of Sabbath. We see it in Genesis 2, God creates everything, and on the seventh day He enjoys his creation. And when God gives the Ten Commandments, the first set of ‘this is how you should live’ to the children of Israel, he says you should remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy. He says rest. He commands us to stop work and stop striving and just rest. When you read about this commandment in Exodus 20, it is the longest of all the commandments, as though God had to unpack this one and explain to them why rest is so important. It says you should rest because He rested after creation and in imitation of me, you should also rest. He said rest because it is also part of my character. You are participating in my character and I want to give you an opportunity to step back from all of your activity to enjoy it. 

But then this is really interesting. The Ten Commandments are listed again in the book of Deuteronomy. 40 years later, Moses writes a very similar book to a new generation of Israelites that are going into the Promised Land and he gives the Ten Commandments again, only this time, the reason for remembering the Sabbath is different. He says Remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy, for you were once enslaved in Egypt but I delivered you. So you are to remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy. He is saying, look, you used to be enslaved. You used to be required to work, but now take a day to stop and acknowledge your freedom and celebrate that you are no longer enslaved to anything. Rest. God commands us to rest and our hope is restored in his rest.

I used to think that remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy meant that that was the day I did all the religious stuff. If you have to keep it holy, that is the day you go to church and that is the day you listen to all Christian music and that is the day you pray especially  hard and the day you read your Bible and the day you don’t eat your sister because it is the holy day. But holy doesn’t mean religious day. Holy means set apart day, a day to be lived differently than every other day, a day to step back and enjoy creation, a day to step back and remember that we are not enslaved to anything. I am a free person. 

So I have three questions I think about when I want to find that rest time in my life. I think what is going to make me love Jesus more today and what is going to make me love life more today and what is it that I get to do, not what I have to do. 

One day a young theologian announced to his mentor, Martin Luther, today you and I shall discuss the governance of the universe, to which Martin Luther replied, no, today you and I are going fishing and we are leaving the governance of the universe to God. Martin Luther was an extremely busy man. He lived in the midst of starting reformations and trying to address peasant revolves and excommunication and translating the Bible in German. There was a lot on his task list but he recognized that hope is restored in rest. 

Likewise, the writer of this Psalm was a busy man. David was the guy that mobilized Israel. He took them from 12 separate tribes and consolidated them into a major world superpower and he make Jerusalem the hub for spiritual and cultural and political and social life. He wrote 70 Psalms. He wrote the job descriptions for the priests and the Levites and the plans for the temple. He had a lot to do. But he said, my shepherd leads me into places of rest. Because it is in the margins of life and the time that we have for reflection, for revitalization that hope is restored to us. The hope that God is still Creator. The hope that God is still Deliverer and the hope that we are free people. 
I want to encourage you in this. You have all the time you need to complete every activity that God has called you to do. You can afford to rest. 

David keeps going.

He guides me along right paths bringing honor to his name.

He guides me along right paths. What in the world did we do before our phones told us where we needed to go? I mean I used to print directions off of Mapquest. My friend Megan got so tired of printing directions off Mapquest that she bought me a Garmin several years ago. Direction, guidance, we all crave it, we all need it, especially when the calendar flips. The decisions we need to make, the circumstances we are walking into, the opportunities that may come our way, guidance. We find hope in his guidance. God wants to guide his people. He goes to such great lengths to do it that He sometimes gives dreams and visions and talks through animals and sometimes puts handwriting on the wall. But those aren’t common to most of us, so I just want to concentrate on a couple ways that God speaks to us. It seems to be common in every person’s life and it is through the words of Scripture and through prayer and fasting. The Psalmist also said the Word is a lamp unto my feet and a light unto my path. 
Psalm 130:5 says

I’m counting on the Lord, yes I’m counting on Him. I have put my hope in his Word. 

When we open up the pages of the Bible, God starts speaking to us. Guidance comes off the pages. I know some of you are thinking about what goals you want to set for reading Scripture this year and I want to give you a little sneak peak of something we are going to do starting in February. We are going to launch a sermon series called Long Stories Short where we are going to go through the chronological story of the Bible and we are going to give you a reading plan that goes along with that. It is going to put you in every single book of the Bible over the course of that 13 week series. So as you are thinking about how you want to engage Bible reading in 2017, I just want to encourage you that is coming up and we are going to put some resources in your hands. 

God also speaks to us in prayer and fasting. There is this really cool story in Acts 13 where the church has come together and we read that one day the followers of Jesus were together worshiping and fasting and the Holy Spirit said send Paul and Barnabas. Their obedience to that one simple statement of guidance changed the history of the world because Paul and Barnabas started to take the gospel to the ends of the world. He speaks through prayer and fasting. There is something about engaging in those two activities that heightens our ability to hear the voice of God. I know in my life, when I spend time fasting, it is like God’s voice begins getting more clear and a little bit louder. Fasting is really an attempt to quiet down the voices that are loudest in our lives and to try to suppress the yearnings that are the strongest in our lives and to try to clear away the distractions that are the most distracting in our lives so that the voice of God is amplified in our life and He gives us direction. 

Again, just a little teaser. In a few weeks, as a church, we are going to enter into a 10 day fast together. For some of you that might be food because those are the yearnings that are strongest and the voices that are loudest. For some of you, it might be social media because those are the distractions that are the most distracting. It could be a number of things but we want to enter into a season where we amplify the voice of God in our lives because we find hope in his guidance. We find hope in his character. We find hope in his rest. We find hope in his guidance. And we also find hope in his presence.

Let’s keep reading.

Even when I walk through the darkest valley, I will not be afraid, for You are close beside me. Your rod and your staff protect and comfort me. You prepare a feast for my in the presence of my enemies. You honor me by anointing my head with oil. My cup overflows with blessings.

Do you notice the change of words here? David moves from talking about God as He to talking about God as You. He leads me, He guides me. When I walk through the darkest valley, You are with me. There is something about chaos and uncertainty and confusion that makes us get real personal with God. There is something about being in the valley that causes us to reach just a little bit more for God. The word hope shows up in some of the most unexpected places in Scripture. Hope shows up the most in the book of Psalms but next to that is the book of Job which is a book about suffering and loss and doubting. Yet the word hope shows up there so many times. Right next to that is the book of Jeremiah which is a book about loss and exile and loneliness and defeat. And yet the word hope shows up over and over and over again. There are declarations of hope and reminders of the hope that we have in his presence. It is interesting that the Psalmist doesn’t promise avoidance from the darkest valley. Some translations say the valley of the shadow of death. The Psalmist doesn’t say I praise You because you deliver me from the valley of the shadow of death. He says I praise You because You are with me. He doesn’t promise deliverance, He promises his presence. And over and over in the pages of Book, we find that is true. Sometimes God delivers from. I love it when He delivers from. But often He delivers through. Often it is not that He is the light at the end of the tunnel. He is the light that goes with us to show us the way every step of the way through the tunnel. Like Joseph, when Joseph spends times in prison and in pits and in slavery, God doesn’t deliver him immediately. It says He was with Joseph. Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego had to walk into the fiery furnace but then the presence of God showed up in the fiery furnace with them. Paul and Silas were in prison and they did not ask God to rescue them from the prison, they just invited his presence in there with him through praise and worship and prayer. And when his presence came in, that is when the chains broke. And that’s when they then invited their jailor, the one who had imprisoned them, to enter into the presence of God with them. We find hope in his presence. 
I don’t know what you are walking into in 2017. I don’t know what insurmountable mountains you are facing or what inescapable valleys you feel like you are in. Some of us have no idea what is going to hit us in 2017. But you can find hope in his presence. There is no distance too far, no height too big, no valley too deep that his presence cannot be with you. And in those places, faith. Faith means knowing God can and believing He will but worshiping Him even if He does not. Because we find hope in the presence of God in our lives. 

When David references that he finds comfort in the rod and staff of the shepherd, it is interesting because the rod was actually an instrument of discipline. It was an instrument of correction and getting the sheep back on track. And the staff was an instrument of rescue, getting them out of danger. And in each one of those situations, David is saying that when there is danger, he finds comfort. In the original language, that word comfort carries with it the idea of taking a deep breath. 

So as the calendar flips, take a deep breath because God is with us. 

And then finally, we find hope in his faithfulness. 

Surely your goodness and unfailing love will pursue me all the days of my life and I will live in the house of the Lord forever. 

That idea of goodness and love pursuing us in the original language is a very strong word. It is actually a hunting term. God’s goodness and his unfailing love will hunt you down. And we can find hope in that. 

So we have to find the hope in the faithfulness of what has come before us and then hope in the faithfulness that He promises in the future. 

Psalm 28:7 says this.

So each generation should set its hope anew on God, not forgetting his glorious miracles.

We have to set our hope anew on God but not forgetting the miracles He has done. There is this really disturbing verse in the book of Judges that say another generation grew up that did not know the Lord nor remember his might acts on behalf of Israel. When we forget what God has done in history and in our lives, it causes us to lose hope and eventually to lose our way. 

I know that many of you are very thankful that nowhere in Scripture do we ever read Jesus rose early in the morning and went out to the wilderness to journal! It’s not your thing and that’s ok. But what I want to encourage you in is we have to find a way to remember and mark and measure his faithfulness because that is where we find hope for the future. We’ve got to remember the things He has done in our lives so that it fuels faith for tomorrow. We have to remember his faithfulness in the pages of Scripture so that we can stand on those same promises and say do it again Lord! And maybe we just need to look for evidence of God’s faithfulness in the lives of other people and borrow their faith for a season. We find hope in his faithfulness. Find a way to steward the story of God in your life so that it gives you hope for the future.
We find hope in his character. We find hope in his rest. We find hope in his guidance. We find hope in his presence and we find hope in his faithfulness.

And 1,000 years later, after this is written, God shows up on the scene in the form of a helpless infant. It is the moment we celebrated last weekend. Jesus came to give us the clearest picture of God we could get. He said, hey a lot has been written about Me but this is who I really am and this is what I’m like. And 1,000 years later after this Psalm is written, Jesus would describe Himself with this words, I am the Good Shepherd. And then it is almost as though line by line for the next 16 verses, He talks about the way He guides and the way He speaks and the way He comforts and gives rest and the way He is faithful and the way his presence is always with those who follow Him. 

I am the Good Shepherd. If God wanted to launch a rebellion against sin and death and all that was wrong with the world, He didn’t send resources, He didn’t send weapons, He didn’t send a list of rules, He didn’t send a good idea philosophy. He sent a person. He sent Himself. And one of his followers, a guy named Matthew, would call Him the hope of all the world. 

Whatever change you want to see in your life, make sure it is riding on the wings of hope. And not hope that you generate based on your abilities or your outlook or your perspective or your circumstances. Hope based on the hope of the world, Jesus, who is the Good Shepherd. Hope isn’t found in our abilities or in our deepest desires, it is found in Jesus. 

So if you are in a situation where you are holding on to hope, make sure it is holding onto Jesus. 

I want to ask our worship teams to come up as we move to a close. I want to encourage you, if you have never started a relationship with Jesus, I want to encourage you to consider that. I can’t imagine a better time to do it than a new year, a new season, a new life. He has come to make all things new, to give us life and give us life abundantly. He has come to give us hope. He is the hope of the world. Act in hope. Walk in hope. Live in hope. Spread hope. 

I want to leave us with a benediction from Romans 15:13

I pray that God, the source of hope, will fill you completely with joy and peace because you trust in Him. Then you will overflow with confident hope through the power of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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