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Defining Moments Week 4 

We most remember the moments when we have to stretch 

 

This is the fourth week of a five-part series we are calling Defining Moments.  

 

For most all of us, when we evaluate a single experience or even a season of our 

life, we don’t judge the experience as a whole, but rather, we tend to judge and 

evaluate experiences based on specific moments that come to stand for the whole. 

This is why two people can attend the same event and walk out of it with 

completely different opinions about the experience and what happened to them. 

Their minds have fixated on different moments.  

 

Moments matter because they come to stand for of how we view the world. 

Moments matter because they form a kind of lens through which we understand 

ourselves, our world, our place in the world, our relationships, and our relationship 

with God. Moments matter, and some moments matter more.  

 

Defining Moments are brief experiences, so brimming with meaning that they 

bring definition and clarity into our lives that we did not previously have. Defining 

Moments matter. They help us to identify where we are and where we are going, 

especially when it comes to our faith. First of all, God uses moments in your life to 

connect you to His purpose and plan for your life and to encourage you to grow in 

trust for Him. Second, Defining Moments are also key for understanding ourselves. 

Some of your greatest fears or deepest hurts can be traced back to just a few 

moments. You may even be held back by a single moment that happened a long 

time ago. If you recognize and understand those moments, God can help you break 

its power. Third, we can leverage moments to care for and love others. We can 

even create and shape moments that express our love for people, to honor or thank 

them, or help them overcome their hurts and hang ups.  

 

Last week we looked at the prophet Samuel. His whole career as a prophet of God 

was launched in a single moment when he learned how to discern the voice of 

God. God had been trying to communicate with Samuel, but Samuel had to learn to 

slow down and listen. Today we are going to look at another defining moment that 

we all face in our lives. We’re looking at those times when we are forced to grow 

by stepping up to meet a challenge and stepping out of our comfort zone. These are 

times especially when our character can be tested and challenged to do something 

that is different or difficult and uncomfortable.  

 



 2 

Yes, God will challenge you and make you uncomfortable. Sometimes even 

allowing your discomfort. Why is that? Why would He do that? Growth is always 

outside our comfort zone. If you are never uncomfortable, you will never grow. 

Just as you only burn fat or grow a muscle through the discomfort of working out, 

you cannot grow emotionally, spiritually, or intellectually without getting 

uncomfortable. God knows this and so God, who takes care of us, will set up or 

allow situations in our lives that lead to our discomfort.  

 

Think about it… God allows us to be uncomfortable. Our character is the single 

thing, the only thing, we get to take with us to heaven. If we’re not actively 

developing our character, sometimes, in his mercy and love, He helps us out. We 

see this clearly played out in the story of Jonah.  

 

The book of Jonah is a short little story in the Bible. You can read the whole story 

in about 15 minutes. And I would encourage you to do so this week, as a follow up 

to this message. There are only four chapters in the book, and we are going to be in 

the third chapter. If you’re familiar with Scripture then you know the story of 

Jonah. You know the part of the story where he’s swallowed by the whale.  

 

For those of you who hear the story of a man in the belly of the whale and find it 

too fantastic to believe, it’s helpful to note that many Scripture scholars do not see 

the book of Jonah as an historical book but an allegory much like Jesus’ parables.  

 

The Bible is made up of all kinds of different literature. There is history, but there 

is also poetry and allegories. Allegories convey meaning through symbols, 

symbolic actions and symbolic events. You are also free to believe that the story of 

Jonah is an entirely true story. Personally, I believe the whole Bible is true, even if 

it is true in ways I can’t explain or don’t even understand. I have always said that if 

God can raise his Son from the dead than pretty much everything else is easy to 

believe. My only point is that if you are not a Christian or you’re still new to faith 

and this story makes you think the Bible is too fantastic to be believed or that 

Christianity means checking your brain at the door, then please reconsider that 

thought. You are free simply to take this story as a path to the deeper truths God 

wants to communicate through it.  

Anyway, we are starting in chapter three. In the first reading today, we hear that 

the word of the Lord came to Jonah. Actually, this is the second time the word 

came to Jonah, which begs the question if you are paying attention, when was the 

first time.  
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The first time God spoke to Jonah, he ran away. God was working to grow and 

stretch Jonah as a prophet and a leader after his own heart. A heart full of mercy 

and compassion, as opposed to Jonah’s heart. Jonah was actually somewhat hard 

hearted and rather judgmental. God had told Jonah to do something that was way, 

way outside his comfort zone in order to help him grow. And Jonah did not want to 

do it. In fact, Jonah got on a boat and went in the exact opposite direction, headed 

to a place as far away as he could get from where God wanted him to be. It was 

when he was sailing in the opposite direction that God sent a storm; Jonah was 

thrown overboard the ship, and that is when he was swallowed by the whale.  

 

Whatever you think of the story of the whale, the truth of the story is obvious: 

when we resist God’s will and insist on our own way, we can end up in some 

pretty dumb places. Jonah finally turns to prayer. Which is typical for many of 

us… we turn to prayer as a last resort. Jonah actually prays a beautiful prayer that 

you can find in the second chapter. In response to that prayer God rescues him and 

saves him. God gives him a second chance to grow.  

 

This is Good News. Even if you have failed in the past to meet a challenge and 

grow, God will give you other moments, other opportunities to step up to the 

challenge of growing your character. In fact, God might keep giving you those 

moments over and over again until you decide to grow and learn the lesson, he 

wants to teach you. There will be, perhaps, different circumstances, different 

conditions, different people, but the same opportunity for growth.  

 

The story of Jonah is the story of second chances. God gave Jonah a second chance 

and He wants Jonah to do the same for others. He instructs him: Set out for the 

great city of Nineveh and announce to it the message that I will tell you. Jonah 3:2  

 

Nineveh, modern day Mosul Iraq, was the capital of the Assyrian Empire. The 

Assyrians were a war-like people the enemy of Israel, so Jonah was not anxious to 

help them out. Nineveh was also a city of legendary wickedness and debauchery 

headed, at this point, toward its own destruction. God wanted Jonah to go and 

preach there. Jonah didn’t want the Ninevites to hear God’s word. But Jonah grows 

in his understanding of God, as he acknowledges: The Lord is gracious and 

merciful, slow to anger, abounding in love. Jonah 4.2  

 

In sending Jonah to Nineveh, God was giving Jonah the opportunity to become 

more like Him in these very attributes. He was also giving the people of Nineveh a 

chance to change and grow beyond their destructive behaviors, grow closer to him.  
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So Jonah set out for Nineveh in accord with the word of the Lord. Now Nineveh 

was an awesomely great city, it took three days to walk through it. When he had 

gone only a single days walk announcing, “Forty days more and Nineveh will be 

destroyed,” the people of Nineveh believed God, and they proclaimed a fast. Jonah 

3:4-5  

 

The message was obviously a difficult one to hear, but apparently the Ninevites 

were ready for that moment and they took it. Often, we are wary to hold people 

accountable and point out something they are doing wrong, but sometimes people 

are just waiting for us to say something. One courageous word, said in love or in 

obedience to God, can turn them back to him. We are told in Nineveh; the 

repentance went all the way to the very top.  

 

When the news reached the king of Nineveh, he rose from his throne, laid aside his 

robe, covered himself with sackcloth and ashes. Jonah 3:6  

 

The king orders that everyone who has not repented should join him in sackcloth 

and ashes and fasting in response to God’s mercy. They rise to the occasion. They 

embrace the moment with honesty and humility and the story turns out well for 

them.  

 

In today’s gospel Jesus calls his first disciples, Peter and Andrew. It’s quite a 

moment. They’re in the midst of their daily work, they’re just doing their jobs. And 

Jesus calls them to leave everything and follow Him. A moment of decision, that 

changes everything. Just like the story of Jonah: a moment of decision that changes 

everything.  

 

Throughout our lives we have moments like that: Moments in which we can either 

choose to rise to the occasion and grow or resist growth and change and just stay 

the same. The moments we experience may not be quite as miraculous and 

dramatic as Jonah’s was, but God can still use them to point to the areas of growth 

we need. Jonah needed to learn the Lord’s mercy. We may need to learn other 

values from God.  

 

Here’s the thing: The moments when you are most tempted to shut down a 

conversation or to tune out what someone is saying to you, or just run away, those 

might be the issues you most need to address. That was Jonah: running away from 

growth. And do you know what? Running away from growth will never yield 

happiness and satisfaction. If you live just to be comfortable, you will never be 
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satisfied with life because it’s not the life God shaped you for. We are actually 

most alive when we’re struggling to grow.  

 

How do you prepare to seize moments of growth? First, when a challenge presents 

itself, ignore the initial response to run. Push past the first feeling of discomfort. 

Stick with the moment instead. Second, rather than run, lean into the moment. 

That’s what the Ninevites did, they leaned into the moment, they got involved and 

engaged. They leaned into the challenge and that changed everything. Three, give 

someone you know, [who isn’t your parent or spouse] someone who is smart or 

insightful and cares about you, give someone like that permission to challenge you 

about or in the moment. Receive their challenge with the honesty and humility that 

the Ninevites demonstrated.  

 

At the end of the day, God cares more about your character than He cares about 

your comfort.  


