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When God Says "No"

Sel ected Scriptures

Well, if you are part of Grace Fellowship, if you a
church, you know what the sting of "no" feels like.

us as a church have been praying mightily for Hadas
experience this miraculous healing from her leukemi
Monday morning, God formally said, "No." And the p
has been felt throughout this entire body and espec
with the Bontragers. 1 Corinthians 12:26 says:
suffers, all suffer together; if one member is hono

together. Now, you are the body of Christ and individually me
of it. If you knew the Bontragers in even a distant sort
then perhaps the "no" was something that you just k
maybe moved on. And | know that | get lots of pray
people that | don't know and sometimes their distan

is as dire as Hadassah's was and because | don't kn
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what that sting feels like. Jan and | met with Ken
Monday morning, and we can tell you exactly what th
with that sting. They are rejoicing in their sorro

let me had been very, very careful here. It's very
flippant and cavalier when talking about some of th
anybody is ever going to feel, and they are feeling
how can | say that they're also rejoicing? Well, i

is saying this, actually it is God, and he says it
places. In 1 Peter 1:6 he says this, he says:
rejoice, though now for a little while, if necessar
grieved by various trials. James 1:2 says:

brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds.

See, both Peter and James are speaking about combin
that we seldom think of as belonging together, and
great sorrow, and joy. Peter says rejoice even tho
grieved by various trials. James says count it all
encounter various trials. And so we ask how do you
first we have to go back and re-examine what God me
of the term "joy" or "rejoice" in the midst of deep

trials. You know, a few months back we did a study

of the Spirit, and in that study, we examined just

by the term "joy." And | said then that joy is pro

defined by first stating what joy is not. And joy
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happiness. Happiness is a feeling of elation that is tied directly

in to circumstance. You might say that happiness i s directly

related to what is happening. I'm happy if | get a raise at work;
I'm happy if my family is healthy and everybody's d oing well. I'm
not happy if | find out that I'm sick or if a loved one is in some
kind of a crisis. It's been said that circumstance is what creates
happiness. Attitude is what creates joy. And God' sjoyis a

unique form of attitude. God's joy is a vessel tha t floats above
circumstance. While circumstance can certainly dro wn happiness, it
cannot sink a joy that is riding above it. That's why the Bible
frequently commands us to rejoice regardless the ci rcumstance. 1
Thessalonians 5:16 : Rejoice always. And again James 1:2: Count

it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of va rious kinds.

You see, on the surface, that scripture, it really seems to make no
sense at all. I, for one, count it joy when I'm ab le to avoid

trials of any kind. | mean, actually it would be p robably more
accurate to say I'm happy when | avoid those trials . To say that |
am joyful when | can't avoid them requires a bit mo re understanding
of what the word "joy" actually means. You see, jo y and happiness
march side by side during the good times, but when things start to
go south, happiness falls down but joy keeps marchi ng.

So how can | say I'm joyful when I'm surrounded by bad things? |

mean, am | supposed to be joyful when I'm sitting i n a broken down



car, looking at a pink slip, trying to figure out i
cough isn't the sign of something more sinister? |
really, really supposed to be joyful at that? Well
unequivocally, yes, and he even backs it up with so
examples. We look in scripture and we find the sto
in the book of Hebrews and we see this group of peo
rejected by their fellow Jews, persecuted by the Ro

mistreated by the Christian community and generally
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everyone else. And yet God makes it clear. They h ad joy. Hebrews
10:32 says: Remember the earlier days when, after you had been
enlightened, you endured a hard struggle with suffe rings.

Sometimes you were publicly exposed to taunts and a
at other times you were companions of those who wer
way. For you sympathized with the prisoners and ac
the confiscation of your possessions, knowing that

have a better and enduring possession.
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joy the confiscation of your possessions? | guess

all depends on your definition of the word "joy."
world does not know how to separate the idea of joy
of happiness. And the dictionary defines "joy" thi
"The emotion of great delight or happiness caused b
exceptionly good or satisfying." Well, since losin
possessions could never qualify as something except
satisfying, the world sees no way whatsoever to fin
circumstances; but God sees it very differently. A
very critical to understand not only where joy is f

it's found in our hearts, but to understand what jo
working definition has been this: Joy is a settled
contentment based on the knowledge that God is good
in control. And | recently came across what | thou
better definition, this is Kay Warren, she says thi
"Joy is the settled assurance that God is in contro
details of my life, the quiet confidence that ultim

is going to be all right, and the determined choice

in every situation.” She lays out three different
critical to understanding what joy is: control, co
choice. And she says you experience the fruit of t
as joy when you fully realize that God is in comple
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him regardless the situation. And so we say, okay,
this joy? Well, we get it like we get all of the f

by abiding in Christ. So abide in Christ and enjoy
sounds like religious mumbo jumbo. | don't blame y
that that doesn't make any sense. Let me put it to
You see, abiding in Christ really means growing to
ways that only he can be known. Did you ever meet
find out that the more that you got to know him or
your first impression turned out to be way, way off
better or for the worse? And as you got to know th

that they're not at all the way you thought they we

You know, God says the very same thing about his co

You see, we all tend to form our impressions of God
number of things, not the least of which is our rel

our fathers. And each of us have a tendency to cre

own image. God tends to become an amplified versio

In fact, in Psalm 50 , God says this, God says:

things, and | kept silent; you thought | was just |
if we search the scripture, we quickly discover tha
just like us. In fact, we discover that in some wa
altogether different. Sooner or later we become di
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then he died for me, how could it be that he would
fill in the blank, whatever it is that you're disap

about.

And one disappointment that we all almost all unive
this idea of God's apparent silence. | mean, how o
just wish that God would say it, just say "no," rat
seeming to simply imply silence. We so desperately
the answer we sought then at least for some kind of
why God appears to be so willing to disappoint us.
all the time, if God would just drop a note from th

I'd be able to handle anything. But, you know, God
already did more than that. In fact, God does not
today with notes or with words or even with deeds.
insists that he explains himself today with a perso
says this, it says:
prophets at different times and in different ways.
days, He has spoken to us by His Son.

I've spoken to you many, many different ways, but m
you is "Jesus.” And God doesn't give us an explana
explanation. And God's answer to all of the disapp
we face is his son and his son's answer to all thos
disappointments is the cross.

spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how w
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with him graciously give us all things?

doing here? You see, God is arguing from the great
lesser. What he's saying is, look, if | gave you a
you think I'd give you the keys? If | gave you a ¢

I'd not put gas in the gas tank? And what he's tel
says, look, | gave you my son. Is that not enough?
prove to you that | have your best interest in mind
the cross says to us. And when life is painful, we

to take that pain to the cross. And when life does
sense at all, we have to take that to the cross as
God says, "no," well then especially then we have t
the cross. Okay. So how do we do that? Well, pra
speaking, we take what we already know about the Go
and we apply that knowledge to those areas where ou
would challenge his goodness, his faithfulness, or

It's about giving God the benefit of the doubt when

be too much doubt to warrant that.

Tim Keller in his latest book

Suffering compares two events that both occurred in this lit

teeny town of Dothan. Dothan was this tiny little
that Joseph found himself in when he first went to
brothers. That's the part that started the process
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Walking With God Through

Do you see what God is

er to the
house, don't
ar, do you think
ling us, he
Does that not
? That's what
have to learn
n't make any
well. And when
o take that to
ctically
d that we serve
r circumstance
his love for us.

there seems to

Pain and

tle
backwater town
look for his
of Joseph being

nd in command of



all of Egypt. And again, we all know the story. |
about it just last week. Just to recap, Joseph get
sold into slavery by his brothers, he then gets arr
winds up in prison where he meets the wine taster o
all of Egypt. And through a series of divine event
predicts this enormous famine and he provides a mea
for it and so he winds up being second in command t
Meanwhile, famine is stalking all of the other coun
Egypt and it's so because of Joseph's brilliant pla
brothers now years removed from having sold him int
longer recognize him, come to him seeking to buy fo
Joseph eventually reveals himself to his brothers,
they are terrified that he's going to exact his rev
Joseph sums up all of what took place that brought

to second in command of all of Egypt by saying to h
the classic scripture of
meant evil against me, but God meant it for good.
this out last week, | mean, Joseph knew exactly wha
intended: They intended harm. But he also knew th
power to superintend that harm for good. And Josep
privilege of actually being able to see God's plan

him almost 20 years. Tim Keller points out that ov
20-year period, Joseph prayed again and again and a

And again and again and again, God's answer to Jose

Genesis 50:20, he says:
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But it was not just "no," it was a "no" that was wr apped in

silence. | mean, we learn only afterward that God’ s "no" was the
most faithful, loving, and kind response Joseph cou Id have ever
received. Keller puts it this way, he says: "lti s perhaps most
striking of all to realize that if God had given Jo seph the things
he was likely asking for in prayer, it would have b een terrible for
him. And we must realize that it was likely that G od essentially
said "no" relentlessly, over and over, to nearly al | Joseph's
specific requests for a period of about 20 years. Most people |
know would have given up and said, 'If God is going to shut the
door in my face every time | pray, year in and year out, then |
give up." But if Joseph had given up, everything w ould have been
lost." Keller then compares the events that starte d in the town of
Dothan with another event that took place in the ve ry same town,
although by now this town has become a large city. It involves the
prophet Elisha, and he's lodging in the city of Dot han when the
king of Samaria, along with his entire army, comes to capture him.
And the scripture describes what happens when his s ervant wakes up
to see the city is now surrounded by a hostile army . This is 2
Kings 6 , it says: When the servant of the man of God rose early in

the morning and went out, behold, an army with hors es and chariots
was all around the city. And the servant said, "Al as, my master!
What shall we do?" He said, "Do not be afraid, for those who are

with us are more than those who are with them.” Th en Elisha prayed



and said, "O LORD, please open his eyes that he may
LORD opened the eyes of the young man, and he saw,
mountain was full of horses and chariots of fire al

And when the Syrians came down against him, Elisha

LORD and said, "Please strike this people with blin

struck them with blindness in accordance with the p

Well, here we have the exact same city but a vastly
response from God. You know, Joseph from the time
into that cistern by his brothers gets 20 straight

resounding "no's" from God. And Elisha in the very
almost an instant answer to his prayer with the hil
with the chariots of fire of God's angels. And the
gets an almost instantaneous follow-up answer to pr
blinding of the Syrian army. Joseph gets 20 years
Elisha's servant gets an almost instantaneous "yes.
so? Well, the answer is obvious when you go throug
permutations that it took to bring Joseph to second
all of Egypt. You work that out and you find out i
sold into slavery, he wouldn't have become Potiphar
he wasn't Potiphar's slave, he wouldn't have been a
If he hadn't have been jailed for that accusation,

have met up with Pharaoh's wine taster and his abil

dreams would never have been known. And so you wal
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those different permutations through the whole proc
dozen or more of those still to come and you finall
Joseph at second in command in all of Egypt and you
he got there by a series of "no's.” And if any of

been changed to a "yes," it would have altered God’
the destruction of many, including Joseph's family.
repeatedly said "no" to Joseph and "yes" to Elisha,
those answers were precisely what they needed for t
God's glory. Keller says this, he says: "God was
and active in the slow answers to Joseph as in the
Elisha. He was as lovingly involved in the silence

as he was in the noisy spectacular answer to Elisha
indeed, it could be argued that Joseph's salvation,
supernatural and dramatic, was greater in depth and
effect. The Joseph story tells us that very often

give us exactly what we ask for. Instead he gives
have asked for if we had known everything he knows.
sentence is critical. "He gives us what we would h

we had known everything he knows." You know, God a
asked God three separate times for healing, and thr
said "no." 2 Corinthians 12, it says:
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Lord about this, that it should leave me. But he s
grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made p
weakness." Therefore | will boast all the more gla
weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest up
know, Ken and Deborah and all of us at Grace prayed

and over for a "yes" for Hadassah. God said "no."

So how do we pray? How do we pray knowing that God
and he might say "no?" Well, there are three diffe

we can pray. We pray presumptively, we can pray de
we can pray joyfully. Presumptive prayer seems to
God in our debt. You know, Jesus did say that anyt
pray in his name that we will receive. He said in
"Truly, truly, | say to you, whatever you ask of th
name, he will give it to you. Until now you have a

my name. Ask, and you will receive, that your joy
Jesus didn't mean that his name was a magic wand th
your prayer and then suddenly it has super power.
was that any prayer that you prayed as if you were
his name, he would answer. So that any prayer that
his heart, his mind, his intentions, and his desire
absolutely be answered. Presumptive prayer twists
own personal end. It attempts to put God in a situ
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should be answered. I've read of numerous tragedie
withheld insulin from their diabetic children just

their faith was great enough, God would be forced t
their disease. The children died. God absolutely

of diabetes but it's his choice to say "yes" or "no
ours. The wonderful thing is Hadassah understood t

the beginning.

Now, the opposite end of that spectrum is the praye

little or no faith. It's the equivalent of the sta

Job's wife made to Job at the height of their strug

said in Job 27:9: "Do you still hold fast to your integrit
Curse God and die." James 1:5 goes on to say:
wisdom, let him ask God, who gives generously to al
reproach, and it will be given to him. But let him

with no doubting, for the one who doubts is like a

that is driven and tossed by the wind. For that pe

suppose that he will receive anything from the Lord

double-minded man, unstable in all his ways.
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and sorrow. Once again it's important to revisit j
is. It's this deep sense of contentment knowing th
God, an all powerful God, a God who is in control,
worthy of trusting, and regardless the outcome, | k
for the best. The book of Acts points out how the
learned how to pray like that. They learned how to
In Acts 2 Peter is preaching. In Acts 2:36,
all the house of Israel therefore know for certain

made him both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you
Harsh stuff. Difficult stuff. And the crowd is cu

and the crowd says, "What must we do to be saved?"
people are added to the church that very day, and i
that God is growing the church. Well, five chapter
gives an almost identical message, it's also harsh.
brilliant historical summation of God's dealing wit
says in Acts 7:51:
and ears, you always resist the Holy Spirit. As yo
so do you." Well, the same crowd is now furious, and they sto
Stephen to death. And this unleashes the first wav

and only because we have the whole book of Acts, we

realize that God is now about the business of scatt

church. Persecution drives the saints, and everywh
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that because I'm not Stephen. See, God's will for
have his message gloriously received and have thous
and saved. God's will for Stephen was to have his
furiously rejected and to have his life forfeited a
church undergo severe persecution. So in a manner
seems to be saying "yes" to Peter and "no" to Steph
when we look at the terrible response that Stephen

this split screen description that has earth cursin

cheering. Listen to what happens in Acts 7:54.
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g and heaven

It says: Now when

ground their

teeth at him -- that's at Stephen. But he, full of the Holy

Spirit, gazed into heaven and saw the glory of God,
standing at the right hand of God. And he said, "B
heavens opened, and the Son of Man standing at the
God." But they cried out with a loud voice and sto
and rushed together at him. Then they cast him out
stoned him. And the witnesses laid down their garm

of a young man named Saul.

Well, here's my point. You see, it's very easy to
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in honor in order to receive Stephen. You see, hea
often times very differently than we do. And fast
more chapters to Acts 12. Now Peter's been arreste
before that, James, one of the great early leaders

has been executed by Herod. God appears to be sayi

ven sees things
forward five

d. Shortly

of the church,

ng "no" all over

again, and the church is shocked to lose one of its greatest
leaders but they respond now exactly as they should . This is Acts
12:1 , it says: About that time, Herod the king laid violent hands

on some who belonged to the church. He killed Jame
John with the sword, and when he saw that it please
proceeded to arrest Peter also. This was during th
Unleavened Bread. And when he had seized him, he p
prison, delivering him over to four squads of soldi

him, intending after the Passover to bring him out

So Peter was kept in prison, but earnest prayer for
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God by the church. You see, by this time the church has learned a

great deal about prayer and it's learned and unders
prayer is all about. They know that Herod is only
until the Passover holiday is over so he can execut

more favor with the ruling Jews. But their respons
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had seen that Stephen's death had been the catalyst
to spread to Judea, Samaria, and the rest of the wo
knew that God was at work even in this dire situati

says they prayed earnestly. They prayed joyfully.

for the church
rid, so they
on. Instead, it

They prayed

with a deep sense of contentment knowing that God w as a good God,

that he was thoroughly in control no matter what th e outcome. And

we know that and we know that because the church's prayer was met

with a stunning miracle that nobody anticipated. P

to two Roman guards and he's watched by two more wh
comes into his cell. This is
was about to bring him out, on that very night, Pet
between two soldiers, bound with two chains, and se
the door were guarding the prison. And behold, an
Lord stood next to him, and a light shone in the ce
Peter on the side and woke him, saying, "Get up qui
chains fell off his hands. And the angel said to h
yourself and put on your sandals.”
Peter -- Peter is so out of it that he's got an ang
incredibly powerful creature, and he's telling him
dressed? Put your shoes on, would you? It says:
And he said to him, "Wrap your cloak around you and
And he went out and followed him. He did not know
being done by the angel was real, but thought he wa

vision. When they had passed the first and second

Acts 12:6 , it says:
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to the iron gate leading into the city. It opened

own accord, and they went out and went along one st
immediately the angel left him. When Peter came to
said, "Now | am sure that the Lord has sent his ang
me from the hand of Herod and from all that the Jew
expecting." Well, the Jews were expecting to kill him. Butt
Christians didn't know what to expect. See, by now

is they knew that God was a good God and that ultim

always in control. And when Peter shows up at the

they literally don't know what to think. This is

Speaking of Peter, it says:
house of Mary, the mother of John whose other name
many were gathered together and were praying. And
at the door of the gateway, a servant girl named Rh
answer. Recognizing Peter's voice, in her joy she
gate but ran in and reported that Peter was standin
They said to her, "You are out of your mind." But
insisting that it was so, and they kept saying, "It

But Peter continued knocking, and when they opened,
and were amazed. But motioning to them with his ha
he described to them how the Lord had brought him o
prison. And he said, "Tell these things to James a
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