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Welcome to everyone at all eight of our locations and to those joining us via podcast. It is always a joy and an honor to share with you. This weekend, we continue our Known series. I will share a couple of verses, one in James 5 and one in Galatians 6. 
Last week, Pastor Joel and his wife Nina, the director of our Family Ministries here at National Community Church, preached about being known in marriage. If you missed that, I definitely want to recommend that you go to theaterchurch.com and check that out. I’m mentioning that because that message reminded me of an article I read about three weeks prior to hearing that message and the title of that article really grabbed my attention. Here is the title: Apparently people who fart in front of their partner are more likely to have a lasting relationship. 
So immediately I clicked on it and read it and I sent it to all of our campus pastors including Pastor Joel but apparently he didn’t have enough time to mention that in the healthy habits portion of the message that he shared with us last weekend! I’m sharing that because I thought it was appropriate for this weekend, one, because it was just funny, it actually generated some good back and forth, like when do you do that? Is it three dates in? Is it engagement? It is marriage? I’m 14 years in so it don’t matter for me! But secondly, I think it is related to this theme that we are talking about in this series, being known, all aspects of our lives and how we are known. We have a human desire to be known. That’s why I think the Cheers theme song is so appropriate. Sometimes you want to go where everybody knows your name, and their always glad you came. You want to be where the troubles are all the same. You want to be where everyone knows your name. I think that is true. I think that is absolutely true.
When we start talking about this idea of being known, I think we approach this sometimes by just wanting to show off our best self. Because maybe if we just show off those parts of ourselves, then we could really be know but if we show the darker side of us, the sides of us that are not as attractive, maybe we won’t be loved or received as much. Even if some of the struggles are the different things we go through are normal, like passing gas. Everybody does that! I’m not giving you guys a license to let it rip, please respect your neighbors. Some parts of you we don’t really want to know and that person might not know you like that so that’s not what I’m saying this weekend. But what I am saying is we all need relational spaces where we can just let it out, where we can let our hair down and be who we are. We need those relational spaces where we can be fully known and where we can be vulnerable and we can laugh and we can scream, we can cry, we can make mistakes and we can even struggle.
We all deal with things and we all have different things going on in our lives. We all have drama. We all struggle at times and I think we know that but it doesn’t prevent us from holding stuff in or holding it back. Often we take our chances when it comes to holding things in because it makes us feel better. We don’t necessarily want to share the things that are unpleasant in our lives even though we know the consequences sometimes of holding those things in. But do you know what happens when we actually share the drama and we share the things that we are struggling with in our lives? In a healthy community, it produces empathy and it draws us closer to one another. It becomes the glue of our relationships. 

So this weekend I want to talk about what it means to be known in struggle or how we are known in the struggle. I know that is not very exciting stuff because given a choice, we would rather be known by our successes than our struggles. Like when we type up our resumes and we send them in, we don’t have a category for epic failures! That is not what we show. We show the best parts of ourselves. We show our accomplishments. That is what we are used to doing. So this is not very easy for us. We would rather not reveal the worst times in our lives and the worst seasons that we are going through and I get that. We don’t want to do that because those things don’t produce endorphins in us that make us feel good. But this weekend, I want to offer two encouragements/challenges to you because our struggles, where we fall short, the messed up things in our lives are opportunities for both growth and deep connection to God and one another. 

So James who is known as one of the pillars of the church and the Apostle Paul who wrote probably approximately 25 percent or more of the New Testament write to us and tell us how we should be known in struggle and how we should handle struggle. So we are going to look at two verses, one from each to help us figure out how we are supposed to navigate through struggle. The first is found in James 5:16

16 Confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. The earnest prayer of a righteous person has great power and produces wonderful results.

The first thing that I want to note with this particular verse is part of the process, and this is what James is telling us, part of the process for dealing with struggle or getting to the place where we can be healed is confession. That is a precursor. And I don’t think when you heard this or when I read this, it was a WOW James I didn’t know that! I think we all know that. That is why we have counselors and support groups. We need those spaces where we can go in and share and talk about what is going on with us so that we can get over the hump and get through these things. But the challenge is confession when we have struggle is the exact opposite of what we actually want to do. But James says that we should confess. And then he goes on to say that we should pray for one another. But when we pray and we don’t have the opportunity for the confession on the front end, then the depth and the power of prayer cannot necessarily penetrate the issues that we are dealing with if there is no confession. So James says we should confess. In just a moment, I will come back to why it is a struggle to share the struggle. 
The second thing I want to note about this verse we just read is sometimes our struggle is not the result of our sin. It just isn’t. It is the thing called life and life just happens. It happens to all of us. I know there may be some perspective that we have heard before that there must be sin in your life or there must be some things you are being disobedient to for all these things to be breaking out in your life. We see that in the Old Testament in the life of Job but that is not necessarily the case. Even the disciples had this perspective at one point as well. In John 9, they came across a blind man and they asked Jesus who sinned, this man or his parents, that he is blind. Jesus said neither, it is an opportunity for God to be glorified.
So here’s the thing, whether the struggle is as a result of our sin or just life, it is still an opportunity for God to be glorified.

One other thing I want to point out because I want to make sure we have the proper understanding of sin, just in it’s very basic definition, it is separation from God, a falling away or a deviation from the path. So James says when it comes to this idea of struggle, we must confess.

The second thing I want to share with you is from Paul. Paul is writing to the Galatian church and in Chapter 6 verse 2, he says

Carry each other’s burden and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.

In the Greek, carry literally means to personally take on or to lift up literally or figuratively. Here’s the reason why this is a challenge. We’ve got a hard enough time managing our own life and our own stuff. Right? Now Paul is telling us to take on other people’s stuff. I mean, as if we don’t have anything else to do. It is not exactly what we want to do and it is not on the schedule. It is just too much. But James and Paul are telling us that when struggle breaks out in our lives, we’ve got a two-fold obligation, to confess and to carry. 

So I was thinking about these two things, confess and carry, and as I began to think about it, it came to me that one of the reasons why this is so hard is because it is the antitheses of the world that we live. A world that reflects more of a mindset of conceal carry. And this is what I mean by that. We would rather hide our struggle and carry it ourselves because it is a self-defense approach. And that approach keeps others at a distance and it blocks deeper connection to God and each other.

But Paul and James are admonishing us to confess and carry because it is how we get healed and fulfill our obligation to be helpful. 

This idea of struggle and confessing and carrying becomes the rich soil that strengthens the roots of our relationships. But I know that this is not easy and I know it is a lot easier to just stand in front of you and share these things and it is not so easy to apply to our lives, especially the higher we get in terms of the responsibilities we have in life or the more visible you are or the bigger platform you have, it makes it even more difficult but none of us are exempt from struggle. We all deal with it so we must all have a responsibility to confess and to carry.

As I was thinking about this, I thought about a day that is a moment in history that I know I will never forget. November 7, 1991. One of the most famous confessions was ever made and it was made and shared with the entire world. On that day, one of the greatest athletes, one of the most respected people in our lifetime, stepped to the podium wearing a tailor-made blue suit and stood in front of an audience of camera and reporters with great composure and pose and he stated these words: Because of the HIV virus I have attained, I will have to retire from the Lakers today. Magic Johnson, known as a five time NBA champion. Known as three time Most Valuable Player in the NBA. One of the best basketball players of all time. Known to do the unbelievable on the court made himself known in a much different way with the most unbelievable confession. He essentially invited the world into his struggle. And to me it is the greatest thing that I think Magic Johnson will ever do in his life. And the reason why is because this goes against the very nature of who we are as humans. We don’t want to admit that we’ve had too many cups of coffee let alone that we have bigger issues in our lives like addiction or depression or pornography or substance abuse or any of those things. Listen, I can personally attest to this. Just this week, I was having a conversation with a guy and he wants to get my perspective on some things and you do the usual, hey how you doing, how are things going. So I said things are going really well, I have a lot of good things happening but man it has been a busy year with a lot on my plate and traveling a lot more and Pastor Mark asked me to be on the teaching team and I didn’t anticipate that and we are working with my son in therapy and we are having another baby and all these things. I said it is all good, just some things I didn’t anticipate. And he said, so, overwhelmed? He called out exactly what it was. I mean he called out exactly what it was. I said, well I wouldn’t say that, just a few things I didn’t anticipate. I mean is that not what being overwhelmed is? I mean it is like you know that it is going to rain so you have an umbrella put you didn’t prepare for a torrential downpour or winds or lightening or flooding, so maybe if you did you would have put on some boots or some different gear. It is ok that you didn’t anticipate that. It was ok for me to say I was overwhelmed. It was ok. But I wanted it to seem like I am in control, I have it together. But he knew exactly what it was. 
Listen, we tend to hide behind these, whatever is available, whatever is plausible in the moment but it is ok to be overwhelmed sometimes. And if I’m being perfectly honest, it is a little overwhelming in this season of my life right now. And if you are feeling the same way, it is ok, because it is ok to not be ok sometimes! It is not ok to stay not ok but it is ok to not be ok sometimes. So if it is ok to not be ok, why is it so difficult for us to navigate struggle? Whether it is ours or someone else’s, why is it so difficult?
So for the next few moments I want to share with you a couple of barriers to confession and a couple a barriers to carrying burdens. My hope is that it helps us come out of hiding so that we can be healed and more helpful to one another.

Number one, the first barrier of confession, and before I say this, I know there are a bunch of them but I only have time for a couple, the first one is fear. How will I be viewed? How is this going to make me look? What are people going to think about me? We make our decisions based on what people are going to think because we want to control, but you can’t control what people think! We are so afraid to be ourselves and to just do what we do because we are so afraid. I think it is part of the reason we sometimes apologize for everything. We apologize for stuff we shouldn’t be apologizing for. Please excuse me that my van is dirty. Well, you’ve got four kids! They are in soccer and gymnastics and swimming, that is nothing to apologize for! But we don’t want to look like we are unkempt or we don’t have our life together. But if your van was always perfect, I would think you hire someone to keep it clean! We try to cut off the negative perception of what we think. So we apologize on the front end just in case. No. It is also the reason why we lie. We are afraid of the reaction to the truth or we feel like our own story is not good enough so we embellish. I think that is why we see this phrase in Scripture, fear not. Jesus said it several times. Fear not. The fear keeps us hiding. That’s what it does. But Jesus said the truth will set us free in John 8. But here’s the problem with the truth, it doesn’t always make us feel good so we don’t opt to go in that direction because I think in the moment we are more interesting in feeling good than being free. And Jesus is interested in us being free even if we don’t feel good in the moment because He is looking down the road beyond where we are right now. 

So number one, fear.

Number two, shame. We could preach a whole message on this one right here. Someone once said that shame is an unspoken epidemic in our culture. I say shame is the megaphone of negative self-worth. You are a mess. You are not good enough. Who do you think you are? That is what shame tells us and it is holding our healing hostage. 

I want to share with you a quick testimony from someone who is going through Celebrate Recovery at NCC that I think illustrates for us exactly what this is like. She is talking about when she first went to her first meeting at Celebrate Recovery, she said, “Introductions began and again I was in disbelief. These women sharing the lowest points of their lives unabashedly to a room full of strangers, all to share what God did in their lives. I’m sure my eyes grew big. My anxiety rose as each woman took her turn around the circle, would I actually share why I was here? Could I trust them with everything or just graze the top to test the waters? My heart pounded. How did my issue rank among the others? Could they handle something this bad? My mind flashed back to times when I thought this secret would be mine forever.” I will call her Jennifer. She said, “Hi, my name is Jennifer and I’m a grateful believer in Jesus Christ and I struggle with sex with self. My eyes stared at the floor, I was so overcome with shame that I couldn’t risk looking anyone in the eye as I revealed this 10 year secret for the first time in my life.” 

Shame needs three things to survive. Secrecy, silence and judgement. And when it comes to judgment, we are the biggest critics. It is us. It is our voice judging ourselves.

Jennifer goes on to say, “The remainder of what I said is a blur to me now but I do remember the big smiles and affirming nods that greeted me when I finally looked up. Afterwards, I was hugged and I chatter with some of the ladies. Every Wednesday, a part of me was having a temper tantrum, urging me not to go. Truly by the grace of God, I kept coming back. I didn’t think about what I wanted, I just did it. I love being able to be vulnerable at Celebrate Recovery. I didn’t have to be the emotionally strong one or the logical one or the independent one, I could just be me. And the release felt so good, good enough to keep me from giving into the other voice.”

Listen, it is the other voice, the shame, that is only thinking about the moment and not thinking about the depth of what is necessary.

Donald Miller in his book Scary Close says the more we hide, the harder it is to be known and we have to be known to commit. We have to be known to commit.

You say, I hear what you’re saying Pastor Joshua, all that stuff sounds good but how do I get over this barrier or fear or shame? I think the way we do it, we have to do what Jennifer did. We have to enter into an unconditional loving community. We have to find it. It is available. It is available first in Jesus and it is available in others. It is available. We have to seek it out. If we really want to find it, God will help us find it. He will help us. And once we do, I John 4:8 says

Perfect love expels all fear.

So we have to engage so we can experience the perfect love that will keep that fear out. 

I Peter 4:8 says

Love covers a multitude of sin.

So we have to engage in authentic unconditional loving community so that stuff can get rooted out. So barriers to confession.

Then we have a couple of barriers to carrying burdens. I think the first one is insecurity. I mean, sometimes people just bring us stuff that we have no idea what to do with. We are just literally paralyzed because we are not qualified. I mean it happens to pastors too, we are not qualified for most of the stuff y’all bring us! They didn’t teach us about this in seminary! Even we even went to seminary! But I have learned that I don’t need to have the answers. What I need to be is present. And part of carrying burdens is being willing to be present. Being willing to help people get help.
Here’s what I know about you and me. When we need something, when we are seeking answers, we don’t have a problem polling our friends or getting on Google or reading whatever source we read, we don’t have a problem with seeking it out. We can do it for ourselves. But you know what? We can also do it for others. And even if we don’t know or we can’t find the answer or the solution, we can at least be present. I think sometimes the overwhelmingness of the issue makes us feel like we need to have an answer so we feel insecure. But what we need to do or be is present.

The second barrier I think is inconvenience. Or it is just messy. There is just some stuff we would rather not be involved in. Like, why did you call me? I can think of four or five other people you could have called! And not only that, it is just not a good time right now. Like it ever is a good time for those talks. You kind of feel like that situation where you are calling to get some help in customer service and the agent says let me transfer you to a department that can help you. We just want to transfer people to a department that can help them. We don’t really want to get involved. It is beyond our paygrade. We don’t want to get our hands in this. But I heard a very powerful preacher who eventually wrote a book on this, Community is Messy. You may have heard of her, Heather Zempel. And I think we want this perfect little kind of community that doesn’t have drama or struggle but that doesn’t exist! Until we get to heaven. It is not here right now. So when we are in community, we’ve got to embrace all aspects of the community and even the messy stuff. We can’t just kick people to the curb or not answer our phone when it is drama or stuff we don’t want to deal with. 
So how do we get over these barriers? I think it is like a muscle. I think we have to practice unselfishness and we have to practice presence. We have to become like muscle memory for us. We have to intentionally put ourselves in situations where we can be available and we can get inconvenienced and it doesn’t throw off our entire world. 

Let me give you a quick example of this. Mark 2:2-5, there were some friends who were trying to get their friend to Jesus, he was paralyzed. Listen to what it says.

2 They gathered in such large numbers that there was no room left, not even outside the door, and he preached the word to them. 3 Some men came, bringing to him a paralyzed man, carried by four of them. 4 Since they could not get him to Jesus because of the crowd, they made an opening in the roof above Jesus by digging through it and then lowered the mat the man was lying on. 5 When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralyzed man, “Son, your sins are forgiven.”
When Jesus saw their faith, their faith, not the man’s faith, their faith. Sometimes our inconveniencing ourselves is the miracle for somebody else! It is because of our willingness to be inconvenienced. It is because of our willingness to get into struggle and to carry burdens that opens the door for others. 
Let me bring this to a close. Less than two months before Magic Johnson made this confession, he got married to his college sweetheart, Cookie. It was just September of that same year he made that announcement on November 7 and it was the perfect picture of a hero’s life. He conquered the basketball world and then he got the girl. But in just an instant, it changed and here’s what Cookie said. “I don’t think we should share this. We can do it ourselves.” That reminded me, if we go all the way back to the beginning of Scripture, Genesis 2 is a perfect picture of what God originally intended for us. Genesis 2:25

25 Adam and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame.

They were free and they were fully known by God and by one another. But then like a swift dark cloud coming in out of nowhere. Genesis 3 and we’ve got a problem. Deception has creeped in. Adam and Eve make a decision that they shouldn’t have. It says the heard God walking through the garden and instead of turning to God and confessing, they turned and ran for cover. They hid because they were ashamed and they were afraid. God’s first inclination is to pursue us, because that’s what love does.
And after all was said and done and they had a conversation with God and He talked to them about what the consequences would be and all of that stuff, He still covered them. Listen to Genesis 3:21

21 The Lord God made garments of skin for Adam and his wife and clothed them.

He was there for them. Here’s the thing, when we are going through struggle and we have things breaking out in our lives, our tendency is to run and hide and take cover. But there is better cover under the safety of God’s love. Confession opens the door for restoration. And carrying facilitates the process of healing. Here’s the thing, we are much better at reflecting God the Creator with our innovation and with our creativity but we are not as good as reflecting God the coverer, the restorer, the one who covers. 

What I love about Magic Johnson’s story is his courage. He went against Cookie’s advice to stay silent because he said, “My confession could save lives.” He said, “Once I knew Cookie was with me, I was good because if she had decided to leave, I know I wouldn’t have made it.”
My prayer this weekend is that we have the courage to confess, to make a decision against ourselves because it is not just about us or our healing, other people’s healing hangs in the balance. My prayer also is for us to have enough courage to carry burdens because we all need help with our burdens being carried.

By the way, God loves us so much that He put our burdens on his Son Jesus to take away the fear and the shame that we feel and when we enter into a relationship with Him, that is what we have, freedom. He bore the cross alone so you and I would not have to.

I think we should have a time of prayer and reflection. Our worship teams are going to play, our prayer teams will be ready. I think this weekend, there are some of us who have some things we need to talk about. We’ve got some confessions we need to make. I think there are some of us who have received some confessions or we know some folks that are going through some things and we’ve been reluctant to help them carry their burdens but we feel compelled and pressed to carry them. God is tapping us on the shoulder and saying yes, you need to be involved. So I’m going to pray for us and we are going to worship God and I believe He is going to give us a breakthrough.

God we thank You so much for who You are. We thank You for how you pursue us unconditionally. God even when we have stuff that is going on in our lives that are trying to handle on our own, God you are available and You are asking us to seek You and pursue You. And even though we are not running toward You, we are running away from You, You are running toward us because that is what love does. So God we are thankful that we can bring our struggles and our sins to You and we know that we can find freedom in You. God, for those of us who hear those confessions and know friends and family and others who are struggling, God show us how to carry. Give us the wisdom so that we don’t become people that reflect concealed carry but we learn to be a reflection of who You are and we confess and carry. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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