February 1 & 2, 2003

1 Samuel 14:11b-12

When God says, “Go,” instead of “No.”

     “Look!” said the Philistines. “The Hebrews are crawling out of their holes they are hiding in.” Off course you all know what that means? That’s right, they saw their shadow and that means there would be six more weeks of bad weather. Tomorrow (Today) is Ground Hog Day. February second. The ground Hog tradition stems from the beliefs associated with Candlemas Day. It was a day that clergy blessed candles and distributed them to parishioners. This day marks the middle between the winter solstice and the spring equinox. The day when the light begins its reign over darkness. According to an old English song:

If Candlemas be fair and bright,
Come, Winter, have another flight;
If Candlemas brings clouds and rain,
Go Winter, and come not again.

You might not know this but the residents of Punxutawney, Pennsylvania have been ascending Gobbler’s Knob since 1887 to determine if the world’s most famous and watched ground hog Punxutamney Phil sees his shadow and that portends six more weeks of winter.

Over the course of Phil's appearances, Phil has had numerous noteworthy highlights:

· During Prohibition Phil threatened to impose 60 weeks of winter on the community if he wasn't allowed a drink.

· Phil traveled to Washington DC in 1986 to meet with President Reagan. 

· In 1993, Columbia Pictures released the movie Groundhog Day starring Bill Murray.

· Phil was a guest on the Oprah Winfrey show in 1995.

· In the years following the release of the movie, record crowds numbering as high as 30,000 have visited Gobbler's Knob in Punxsutawney!
Just in case you are interested, on the official Punxsutawney Phil website you can pick up your very own Phil salt and pepper shakers for only $8.50 or a Phil’s paw jar opener for just a dollar. By the way, I think I want the bobble head Phil. We sure can make a big deal out of a fuzzy rodent but then of course millions of people travel to Orlando Florida to visit the land that a mouse built. M-I-C-K-E-Y  M-O-U-S-E.

       In the Delaware Indian dialect, “Punxutawney” means “town of sand flies.” There is a little known Greek term that is very close in sound to Punxutawney but  means “not much happens so we made up an idiot holiday.” Well this stuff may not be hilarious but I’m not on star search you know!

     Let’s get on task. Back to 1 Samuel 14:9-11

9 If they say to us, 'Wait there until we come to you,' we will stay where we are and not go up to them. 10 But if they say, 'Come up to us,' we will climb up, because that will be our sign that the LORD has given them into our hands." 
11 So both of them showed themselves to the Philistine outpost. "Look!" said the Philistines. "The Hebrews are crawling out of the holes they were hiding in." 12 The men of the outpost shouted to Jonathan and his armor-bearer, "Come up to us and we'll teach you a lesson." 
So Jonathan said to his armor-bearer, "Climb up after me; the LORD has given them into the hand of Israel."

     There is a point in aviation that is described as the “point of no return.” That is the point where your resources do not allow you to return, in order to arrive safely, you must advance. Life is full of points of no return. Places where we realize that the altitude is higher than we expected. The place where there is no neutral. Many times this becomes the dividing line between those who simply see a divine opportunity and those who seize a divine opportunity. As you approach a point of no return you are almost close enough to taste it. You have made significant decisions to live out a divine adventure, but now you have a choice to make, Will you advance or will you retreat?

     That was the place where Jonathan stood.  There was no turning back. His enemies saw him in the pass. Jonathan explained to his armor bearer, “If they say wait there until we come to you, we will stay where we are and not come up to them. But if they say, “Come up to us .” we will climb up because that is a sign that the Lord has given them into our hands.

     I have explained in previous weeks that Jonathan is making decisions in this story that are militarily speaking, not wise decisions. He decided to attack with one sword and one armor bearer, secondly, instead of creeping up on them, and attacking by surprise he decided to show himself to the enemy and let them know he is coming. Now Jonathan decides to give up the high ground. In any type of warfare, the side with the high ground has the advantage. If you control the high ground, you control the outcome. In modern day warfare the high ground is the skies. Our victory in Desert Storm is agreed upon by military experts around the world to be attributed to our complete dominance of the skies over Kuwait and Iraq. How could Jonathan expect to defeat the Philistines with one sword when he would have to use both hands and both feet to climb a cliff? Yet we find in Jonathan’s plan, not a shrewdly laid out military plan but a man convinced that God was more than ready to act. Jonathan’s plan was consistent with how God had worked historically through his people Israel. God took Abraham and blessed all nations through one son and a promise. He took Moses and delivered Israel from slavery in Egypt with little more than a stick and a promise. He took Joshua and Caleb who were convinced that there could not possibly be enough giants to stop God from fulfilling His promise to them. If there were giants in the land, then a part of the mandate was to go to war. If the opponents were taller, stronger, more powerful and more numerous than they were, that was God’s problem. They had a calling to go and a promise to receive. The land was theirs if they would take it. God would give them victory in the battle but he would not start the battle for them.

     Jonathan was working from a conviction that he was already called to move forward. The confirmation of that call to advance would even come out of the mouth of his enemies. Isn’t that wonderful? The only words that Jonathan didn’t want to hear was, “Stay where you are.” Folks that is precisely the problem with most churches, ost people, most ministries, most programs. Most people assume that because they don’t hear God say “Go” in every situation then that means that God is actually saying “No.” There can be nothing further from the truth. God has already said “Go!” I think what God says most often is, “What are you waiting for?” 

     I have had a problem with every one of my children and it has occurred on the same day in each of their lives, the exact same day! Can you believe that? When April was 15 years and 6 months old she got a learners permit. When Jay was 15 years old and six months old he got a learner’s permit. When Katie was 15 years and six months old, she got a learner’s permit and that was the day I had a problem with them. The problem however was this, when I took them out to begin to teach them how to drive, we would invariably come to a stop sign at an intersecting street that did not stop. And, since everyone else apparently didn’t get the memo that my kids would be starting to drive that day, there was always traffic at that intersection. So the conversation went like this every time:

Me: Okay, when I say go then go.

Kid: OK.

Me: Go

Kid: Now?

Me: Yes.

Kid: Right now?

Me: Yes, now!

Kid: Are you sure?

Me: YES!

Kid: (Pause) OK I’m going.

Me: STOP!

Kid: (Indignantly) I thought you told me to go?   

Me: I did, but that was twenty minutes ago! Daaaad.

     Sound familiar? Many of you have had the same experiences. But imagine this if you will? Has God told His children to “Go?” Certainly, he has. Really God? Yes. Right now? Why not? Could I maybe get a sign? Then we sputter into the midst of on going traffic and then we wonder why we get creamed. 

     Jonathan understood that when you’re move with God you must move with an advance mentality. You must move forward unless God tells you to stop. You advance unless God tells you to wait. There are certain things that you do not need permission to do. You do not need permission when you have already been given the green light. You don’t need permission when you have already been commissioned to do them. There are certain things you do not need a calling to do. You’ve already been commanded to do them.

     Much of our religious language has been focused on the don’ts rather than the do’s. In the same way we act as if the primary word from God is stop when it actually is Go. Too many divine opportunities are lost because we keep waiting for a word when the word has already been given. For Jonathan wait was the kiss of death, and come was a sign from God. Wait made much more sense and took much less effort. Come implied increased effort ad danger. Which lead to an important question, What kind of sign are you looking for?

     We have made a hero out of Gideon and a model of his fleece before God. And while Gideon did many admirable things, we choose the wrong one to emulate. Gideon was confronted by an angel of the Lord with the greeting, “The Lord is with you mighty warrior.” Gideon’s response was a question that many of ask God at different times in our lives, “If God is with us, why has all this happened?” (Judges 6:12-13) The Lord responded with the word that is consistent throughout scripture, “Go in the strength you have and save Israel out of Midian’s hand. Am I not sending you?” This is the intersection we must cross: God begins with GO and we often begin with WAIT. It was Gideon’s lack of faith that led to his fleece. (Tell the story of the fleece)

     It is amazing that God is so patient with us. He doesn’t give up on us with all the disbelief he must face. He did answer Gideon’s fleece but that cannot be our model. Our model should be obedience It is also important to notice that God said, “Go in the strength you have.” When we face God-sized challenges with man-sized capacity, we want to fleece the whole herd and postpone the engagement. Yet this is a critical part of the adventure. God invites us to go in our strength, trusting in Him and in our obedience receiving his strength. S it possible that you have been fleecing your divine moments rather than seizing them? That you’ve said to God, “I’m not doing anything, risking anything, or going anywhere until you give me a sign?” Have we chosen to live in safety, comfort and convenience, justifying this lifestyle because God hasn’t called you to a different life?

     Jonathan’s sign was the taunting of a Philistine warrior. The only sign he needed was that God’s will needed to be done, and he was in the position to try and do it. What would happen if we changed our way of thinking? If we heard the first word of the Great Commission, GO as all the permission that we needed to do the will of God? How would your life be different if you worked from a giant YES rather than a giant NO? Every follower of Jesus has the prime directive of representing Him here on earth. We are all called to be His witnesses. We are all commissioned to make disciples. We are all given the assignment of serving as ambassadors of reconciliation. E are all commanded to not only love God but also our neighbors as ourselves.

     Erwin McManus tells the story that in His ministry several years ago that one of his staff members was in a meeting with a group of ladies who were processing what God’s specific mission was for their lives. One of them listed a series of opportunities that she and her husband had considered. She described five or six opportunities and explained that with each one of them that God had said, “No.” Struck by her framework of thinking, the staff member asked her one question, “Is there anything that God has said Yes to you about?” And her startled response was, “I guess not.” It can get incredibly frustrating when al we seem to be getting from God are rejection slips. I look back at many church decisions and any personal decisions where it wasn’t God at all who kept saying No.

     What is it about our conversations with God that we seem to hear the no more readily than we hear yes? Have you ever been stuck behind someone in traffic? Maybe on a day when you were in a particular hurry, running late to an important meeting. There is just one car in front of you at the light. You’re watching the light with an intense focus, waiting for it to turn from red to green. It seems to take forever, but it finally comes to pass. You take your foot off the brake, you’re just about to hit the gas but you realize the person in front of you is entirely unaware that he/she has the permission to go. Instead of looking forward they are fixed on their own image in the rearview mirror. Remember what you were thinking? Move, it doesn’t get any greener than this. I wonder if that is what God might be thinking about you, or about us.

There is a simple little progression of statements that might help you to go.

First, Get packed. You cannot advance the kingdom of God with people who are in retreat or sitting back on the balls of their feet. Live with an advance mentality. Every one of us, like Jonathan can live from an advance mentality.

Secondly, defy your fears. I have a friend who never had flown in an airplane before September 11th. Before September 11th he used to tell me that he wasn’t afraid of flying, he was actually afraid of crashing. But something happened when he saw the first airplane in the air after September 11th. The act of flying had always been about trying to conquer fear, after September 11th flying became an act of defiance. He was going to show the world and himself that a few crazy extremists could not keep America out of the air. See, he put away his personal fears and identified with a collective act of defiance. The enemy puts those horrible things in our path, defy him.

     Third, take the challenge. The Philistines called out, “Come up here.” Past the point of no return is always advance. If you have accepted Jesus in your life,  you are past the point of no return, there is no turning back. You must advance. If you have not accepted him, the obstacles are not his, he didn’t put bad Christians in your path, the enemy did. He didn’t set hypocrites in the pews, our enemy has. God doesn’t say wait, he said go. Why don’t you? Come on up! Let Us Pray.
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