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“Saying Yes and Saying No” 

So this is my last sermon on practicing our faith.  We’ve covered the gamut this summer when it comes 

to looking at various practices that can help us grow closer to God.  I talked about what it means to 

listen well; how we shape our communities; keeping Sabbath; and giving our testimony; I talked about 

the practice of trusting God; forgiving ourselves and others; the importance of worship; and saying 

thank you.  There are some obvious ones I didn’t cover, such as praying and reading scripture, since they 

seem obvious, and I wanted to touch on things we don’t always think of as practices.  But of course 

praying and reading scripture are very important practices. 

But today I want to cover a practice that seems to encompass all of them, because without this one we 

may not even get to the others.  And that is the practice of saying yes and saying no.  What is it you need 

to say no to in order to say yes to God?   

At the very beginning of this sermon series I said that: 

Practicing is important, and vital to our faith. You know, sometimes we take this faith thing for granted. 

We think that it’s something that should come naturally, or that shouldn’t need to take too much effort. 

But in order to be good at something, we need to practice it. If you want to be a good runner, you run. 

You go to practice.  If you want to be a good musician, you practice. If you want to be a good dancer, you 

practice.   

Faith is no different. If we want to have more than a surface level spirituality; a deeper relationship with 

God; a fuller religious life – however you want to put it – we need to practice.  And in order to practice, 

we will inevitably need to say no to those things that choke off the fullness of life that God intends for 

us.  We must learn the practice of saying no to that which crowds God out and yes to a way of life that 

makes space for God. 

Someone once said that “What you decide today, you are tomorrow.”  In other words, the things we say 

“yes” to today affect our tomorrow.  It seems obvious, but we don’t always think about it like that.  For 

example, I know that if I don’t finish writing a sermon on Fridays, I’m going to have to finish it on 

Saturday, and that means taking time away from my family to work.  Now, sometimes this can’t be 

avoided.  But usually with discipline and practice it can. 

What we eat today affects our tomorrow; how much sleep we get affects our tomorrow.  The arguments 

we have, the interactions we have with others; these affect our tomorrow, and sometimes our 

tomorrow’s tomorrow.  The things we say yes to today affect our tomorrow. 

Of course, the things we say no to today also affect our tomorrow.  And it isn’t always easy saying “no”.  

Whether it’s the piece of chocolate cake or the response we give to someone who asks for our help, it’s 

hard to just say no.   



But saying yes also has ramifications.  Sometimes we say, “Yes, I can help”, and then wonder why we did 

that.  (Daisy story from Monday night.)  Every yes brings with it new duties, new tasks; and every yes 

calls up the unsettling potential to change our lives.  Because sometimes saying yes, means saying no to 

something else. 

Today we heard the story of God calling Moses to the task of leading the people out of Egypt.  Moses’ 

call story is one of the finest ones there is.  He comes up with every excuse in the book to say “no” to 

God and “yes” to the life he’s leading. 

I’m just a nobody; they’ll want to know who’s sending me; they won’t believe me; I’m a lousy public 

speaker; and please I’m begging you send someone else.  Those are reasonable, compelling “NOS”. 

Right?  But they’re not compelling enough. 

For every “NO” Moses comes up with, God has an answer.  God is unrelenting and unaccommodating.  

God is as stubborn as Moses is persistent.  God is not going to let Moses off the hook.  So Moses, 

begrudgingly, says yes. 

To say that Moses’ yes to God changed his life is an understatement.  What began as an ordinary day 

doing the same old thing turned out to be an extraordinary day that changed Moses’ life.  Being the 

liberator of the Hebrew people was not in Moses’ plans.  Tending his sheep quietly and raising a family 

in the suburbs of Midian, however, was. 

But the Bible is littered with people just like Moses; the yes they say to God means they will say no to 

something else. 

Jesus called James and John to follow.  But their yes to Jesus meant saying no to their father and leaving 

him on the boat by himself. 

On the flip side, the rich man in Luke eagerly asked Jesus what he needed to do to inherit eternal life, 

but he wasn’t quite ready to say “yes” when it meant he would need to say NO to all of his possessions. 

Today, Jesus tells the disciples to take up their cross and follow him, and to deny themselves, to literally 

lose themselves for his sake.  It is the ultimate, most unequivocal statement of Christian discipleship 

anywhere in the New Testament, remarkable for both of its brevity and extremity.  It is the ultimate YES 

and NO.  And if we’re honest with ourselves, we’ll admit that it gives us pause.  Because, like Peter, we 

have trouble putting aside our pursuit of human things.  We strive to be independent, self-made, and 

self-reliant.  Getting ahead and getting enough to live comfortably is the goal of our society!  But the 

cross stands in stark contrast to that, and asks us for the ultimate YES and NO. 

A pastor was once asked to summarize the gospel, and after thinking about it for a minute he replied, 

“Well, I think I can summarize the gospel in a single word. And the word is, ‘Yes.’”  

The gospel is about God’s yes to us, first through creation (“Yes, it is good.”), then through the covenant 

that started with Abraham and continued through Moses: (“Yes, I will walk with you. I will be your God, 

and you will be my people.”) And then through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus (“Yes, I have 

come that you may have joy and that your joy may be complete. Yes, I am with you to the close of the 

age.”).  



Or, as Paul put it in his letter to the church in Corinth, Jesus Christ is an eternal Yes, “For all the promises 

of God find their Yes in him.” And, of course, it is in response to God’s great Yes that we are invited to 

offer our own Yes, our own offerings of praise and devotion, our own Yes-shaped lives. 

And, yes, implied within that word of affirmation there is another word. And the word is No. The gospel 

is not only Yes, it is also No. It is a Yes to some things but a No to other things. There is affirmation (Yes) 

but there is also denial (No).  

This week, today, tomorrow, I want you all to think about those things and to write down what some of 

those things are in your life that crowd out God.  What is it you need to say no to in order to say yes to 

God?   

Only you can say what those things are, but I’ll offer up a few of my own.  

 My phone.  I check it way too often, especially when I’m anxiously awaiting some e-mail.  And 

that only makes me more anxious, and I find anxiety definitely chokes out any sense of 

wholeness or peace in me. 

 Too many evening meetings in one week.  There’s zero work/personal life balance when I’m out 

every night of the week. 

And finally, I want to offer some concluding words about practicing our faith: 

The Apostle Paul wrote:  “I do not run aimlessly, nor do I box as though beating the air,” (1 Corinthians 

9:26).  It’s a great image.  Because any runner knows that in order to be a good runner, you don’t just 

run aimlessly.  I’ve watched Henry for 2 years now run on the cross country team for Kirkwood.  At first, 

being new to the sport, Henry ran without much thought and not much during the off season.  And you 

know what?  That didn’t get him very far, or at least not as far as Henry wanted to go.  So this year, he 

joined the track team, so he could get better at sprinting, and he ran all summer.  When cross country 

practice started this summer, Henry was ready.  And when they did their first time trial, Henry came in 

10th; which was a good spot to be, because only the top 11 get to run varsity. 

This doesn’t mean that Henry will run varsity for the actual meets.  Only the top 7 get to do that.  But it 

does mean his practices are more intense, and longer, and require more of a commitment.  His hope, of 

course, is that next year he’ll run top 7.  Henry has learned that running aimlessly doesn’t get you where 

you want to be. 

“I do not run aimlessly, nor do I box as though beating the air.”  Paul wanted to nurture women and men 

in living worthy and holy lives in expectation of Christ’s return.  And that, he knew, would require them 

to be purposeful and deliberate. 

Learning when and how, to what, and to whom to give our yes or our no is a lifelong project.  It is 

learning to live not merely in dull balance or tedious moderation (as one person wrote), but in 

passionate, disciplined choice and action.   

If we are to enhance and build up our capacities for a good, wholesome, and holy life, we must learn to 

say yes to what affirms and renews wholeness and life, the abundant life that Christ came to give to us.  

And we must learn to say a related no to what induces and brings about destruction and ruin.  In this 

practice, we are invited – and challenged – to make a fully conscious choice about who it is we are; who 

it is we shall become; and ultimately, to who it is we belong. 



Amen. 
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