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It’s that most special of days in our worship life together, a day when we start a new sermon series - a day that
doesn’t come along all that often since some of our series consume several weeks. For example, the first series of
this year took 15 weeks. Then there was a seven week series. And the “Chapters” series we concluded last
Sunday consumed 16 weeks. The series we begin today will take us to Thanksgiving Sunday.

For this new series I want us to think about how we respond to God. What’s our reaction to what God calls us to
do, to what God provides for us to live? To aid our thinking on that subject, we’ll consider several Bible
characters, some of whom will be positive role models, and others, like the two we’ll see today, not so positive
role models.

Let’s first consider Jonah. He’s the guy, as you probably know, God called to go preach doom and gloom to the
people of a city called Nineveh. And he’s the guy who ended up in the belly of a big fish - not a whale, but a big
fish.

For our new sermon series, our focus this morning is how he ended up in the fish. Let’s read just the first three
verses of the first chapter of Jonah.... 

So God says, Jonah, I want you to go give it to the Ninevites. And Jonah says, no, thanks. I’ve got a boat to
catch, and it happens to be headed in the other direction. Bad luck. Must be coincidence. Don’t take it personally,
God, but I really gotta go.

God calls. Jonah says no. Now as the story of Jonah progresses, of course, Jonah falls back in line, with the help
of three days in the fish. But for the moment, focus on his initial reaction to God’s call: No, God. In fact, I want
to go the other way from your call.... In case you wonder, that’s not a good role model for us.

The other character I want us to recall this morning is the prophet Elijah. He holds a big contest with the prophets
of a false god called Baal. Elijah wins the contest - puts those prophets to shame, and in fact has them all killed.
It’s quite an accomplishment! Except not to Queen Jezebel, who in 1 Kings 19 promises Elijah that she’s going to
do to him what he did to her prophets. 

In response to Jezebel’s threat Elijah runs away, into the wilderness, and lands under a tree, where he prays for
God to kill him. Look at the last half of v.4 in 1 Kings 19....

God called Elijah to a prophetic ministry. Elijah said, I can do that! And do that he did! But when that ministry
got hard, challenging, risky, Elijah said, no; I quit, God. In fact, take me out of the game completely.

Some people can be like that when they play games - board games, electronic games, whatever. They love the
games when they’re winning. But when the losses stack up, when the competition improves, I want to play
something else! Kids can be like that. I can be like that! I have a golf game on my phone that when I’m winning,
I think is the best game ever created. But when I lose - and sometimes those losing streaks can extend to 10 or
more games in a row - I fill the air with, shall we say, impolite expressions of displeasure, and want to throw my
phone across the room. I often say, I am never playing this game again! And that’s true... until the next time I
play the game.

Back to Elijah. God called. Elijah answered. When things went well, Elijah beamed. When things got
challenging, Elijah bolted. When God called Jonah, Jonah bolted, for the nearest loading dock to head as far
away from God as possible. Among the ways we can respond to God’s call and provision to our lives is rejection.
God, I just don’t want to do that. I have better things, more important things, more necessary things to do with
my life than what you’re calling me to do. I just don’t want to do it.



C You’re calling me to study your word - or at least to read it. I’m busy.
C You’re calling me to contribute more financially to the work of my church. I can’t afford it.
C You’re calling me to participate, hands on - to do something in one of my church’s ministries. I’m not that

kind.
C You’re calling me to be a witness for Jesus among my friends, family, neighbors, and co-workers. Well, I’m

not comfortable with that.
C You want me to use the gifts you’ve given uniquely to me, and I just don’t want to do that. I want to decide

how, if at all, I’m going to be involved in your church. I want to decide how, if at all, I use my money.
C Bottom line: I want to decide how, if at all, I’m going to live my life. 

The odds are very good that some of us in this room this morning have said no to God, and have done so more
than once. I can’t speak for you, but I take little risk of being wrong when I tell you that you have said no at least
once.

When we say no - and we all do - the result is less is done for the Kingdom. Something God wanted done isn’t
done because we decided we had better things to do. But there’s another result, one that is the word I have for
you today, a word that gets back to the big fish in which Jonah found himself. 

Jonah got on a boat - a Carnival cruise line ship, I think it was - and before too long he was tossed overboard,
into the sea, because putting him there was the only way the crew could think of to stop the storm that raged after
Jonah got on board. After his splashdown, Jonah met the big fish, which God provided to give Jonah some time
reconsider. After three days, Jonah left the fish and traveled to Nineveh to do what God wanted him to do. The
point? God didn’t give up on Jonah.

What happened to Elijah when he ran into the wilderness? God fed him, then appeared to him in a whisper. Then
Elijah left the wilderness and continued his God-given ministry. God didn’t give up on Elijah.

What’s the point? Some of us are very experienced at saying no to God. We’re willing and able to assert our
independence, our better judgment when it comes to how we’re going to live, how we’re going to spend our
money, whom and in what ways we’re going to love. Churches in decline all over the country, including ours,
are evidence of our ability to say no. But Jonah and Elijah are evidence of God’s ability to pursue us, to never
stop calling for us to use our gifts, to give more generously, and to live as followers of the one we say is our
Lord. 

If God’s been calling you, been saying, Do that! Help with that! Help that person! Live for me more than you live
for yourself. If there are times when something in a sermon gets your attention, or some ministry we talk about at
the beginning of worship or in the flyer or newsletter perks up your spirit for a moment, know God just might be
calling you. And just because you have successfully rejected those calls up til now, doesn’t mean they’re going to
stop. God will keep after you, keep pricking at your spirit, continuing to call for your attention. You won’t be
able to hide behind a busy schedule or a personal preference. God will find you, feed you, then say, now about
that thing I want you to do for me.

Every now and then I remind you that you can’t get away from a God who won’t let you go. Well, there’s a
variation of that saying that’s just as true: You can’t get away from a God who has something for you to do.
What’s God been after you about lately? What calls have you been rejecting? What invitation from heaven do you
need to accept this week?


