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One of my best friends growing up was the center on our high school basketball team.  Our coach knew Jeff had a lot of talent – Jeff went on to play some college ball at Yale – and he often pushed Jeff to try to get the most out of him.  I remember one series of practices our senior year in high school when our coach was constantly yelling at Jeff to be more tenacious.  And every time Coach told him that, Jeff would say, “OK Coach, I got it – I’ll be more tenacious.”  So we would go back to scrimmaging and running up and down the court, and sooner or later Coach would blow the whistle and say, “Jeff, Jeff – I need you to be more tenacious, especially on defense.”  And Jeff would say, “OK, Coach, I’ll be more tenacious.”  And off we would go.

One night after practice as Jeff and I sat next to each other in the locker room peeling off our sweat-soaked jerseys, Jeff asked me a question.  He looked at me out of the corner of his eye and said, “Selly, do you have any idea what it means to be tenacious?”
That taught me that when you are trying to communicate something, it is always important to use words people understand.  “Tenacity” may not be a word you use every day.  Like me, you probably work hard to teach your kids the importance of honesty and kindness and even generosity, but we probably spend a lot less time talking to our kids about tenacity.  So before we spend the rest of our morning discovering the tenacity of God, let’s make sure we understand exactly what the word “tenacious” means.

Once Jeff and I figured out what the word meant, here is how we remembered it.  Whenever Coach told us to be tenacious, we thought of an octopus.  What does an octopus have?  An octopus has eight very muscular arms that some people at least call tentacles.  And what are on each of the eight tentacles of an octopus?  Suckers.  I’m sorry, I know that’s not a word you want your junior high kids to hear in church, but I looked it up and that’s what they are called – suckers.  The way an octopus captures its prey is to wrap its tentacles around the prey, attach itself to the prey with its suckers, and then hang onto the prey as tight as it can until the prey dies.  When our coach was telling us to be tenacious on defense, he wanted us to be all over the man with the ball as though we had eight arms, he wanted us to stick to them like a sucker stuck to its prey, to attach ourselves to our opponent until we squeezed the life out of them.  Isn’t that a pleasant picture to have in your head?  OK, maybe it’s not a pretty picture, but when we thought of it that way, the next time Coach yelled at us to be tenacious, we knew exactly what he wanted us to do.

Let’s stay on the topic of arms for a second.  Remember the old TV show and the movie it inspired called “The Fugitive”?  There were three main characters in that show.  There was the doctor who was accused of killing his wife and who was constantly on the run; Harrison Ford played the fugitive in the movie.  There was the FBI agent who was trying to hunt down the doctor; he was played by Tommy Lee Jones.  And there was a one-armed man – not eight arms like the octopus, but just one arm.  The doctor believed it was this one-armed man who killed his wife, and he also knew the only way to clear himself with the FBI was to find the one-armed man.  And if you are old enough to remember the TV show, you recall that for years – week after week – the doctor was in dogged pursuit of the one-armed man, and the FBI agent was in dogged pursuit of the doctor, otherwise known as “the Fugitive.”
If you want an illustration of what it means to be tenacious, think of “The Fugitive.”  Both the doctor and the FBI agent in that show were truly tenacious.  The FBI agent would track every move of the Fugitive, and the Fugitive would track every move of the one-armed man.  They were not going to stop, they were not going to quit – no matter what the obstacles were, and no matter how cold the trail.  They would not be denied.  They were unrelenting in their commitment to complete their quest, even though the person they were searching for was just as determined not to be found.  Passionately persistent.  Doggedly determined.  Unrelenting.  Tenacious.

And when God takes off his cape and allows us to see him as he really is, we discover that there is no one in the universe more tenacious than God.  When it comes to loving us and connecting with us and changing us, God does not know how to quit.  He is relentless.  He is tenacious.

And the fact is that we would be in huge trouble in life if God wasn’t tenacious.  Many of us here this morning would never have connected with God in the first place if God hadn’t been so tenacious.  Many of us here this morning would be stuck in our old habits and our destructive lifestyles if God wasn’t tenacious.  So as we pull back the curtain and take a look at what God is really like, let’s see if we can discover what difference God’s tenacity makes in your life and mine.


God Tenaciously Tries To Connect With Us

Have you ever heard God call your name?  How would you respond if you did?  In the Old Testament, in the ninth book of the Bible – a book called 1 Samuel – we read the story of God’s tenacious effort to connect with a 12 year old boy named Samuel.  

Let’s see if we can put ourselves in Samuel’s shoes for a moment.  The year was about 1100 B.C. – about 3100 years ago.  From the time he was weaned, Samuel had lived in the Temple and been raised by the High Priest, a man named Eli.  Picture yourself as a 12 year old living every day and every night in St. Joseph’s Cathedral in downtown San Jose.  The sanctuary is your living room, your family room and your bedroom.  You have been raised to do whatever the High Priest tells you to do.  He is in essence your only parent.  His voice is the only voice that really matters.

And then something remarkable takes place.  Let me read you the story from 1 Samuel 3:

In those days, when the boy Samuel was serving the Lord under the direction of Eli, there were very few messages from the Lord, and visions from him were quite rare.  One night Eli, who was now almost blind, was sleeping in his own room.  Samuel was sleeping in the sanctuary, where the sacred Ark of the Covenant was.  Before dawn, while the lamp was still burning, the Lord called Samuel.  He answered, “Yes, sir!” and ran to Eli and said, “You called me, and here I am.”
But Eli answered, “I didn't call you; go back to bed.”  So Samuel went back to bed.

The Lord called Samuel again.  The boy did not know it was the Lord, because the Lord had never spoken to him before.  So he got up, went to Eli, and said, “You called me, and here I am.”
But Eli answered, “My son, I didn’t call you; go back to bed.”
The Lord called Samuel a third time; he got up, went to Eli, and said, “You called me, and here I am.”
Then Eli realized that it was the Lord who was calling the boy, so he said to him, “Go back to bed; and if he calls you again, say, ‘Speak, Lord, your servant is listening.’”  So Samuel went back to bed.

The Lord came and stood there and called as he had before, “Samuel!  Samuel!”
Samuel answered, “Speak; your servant is listening.”
1 Samuel 3:1-10 (Good News Bible)

We are told right up front that the calling of Samuel was a remarkable and unusual event.  It was rare in those days for God to speak audibly and directly to an individual, and if anything it is even rarer today.  This event is one of those rare moments in history where we get to see God without his cape.  No burning bushes, no earthquakes, no bright lights, no thunder.  And what do we discover about God?  That when God calls us, he won’t go away.  God is relentless.

If we dare, let’s put ourselves in God’s shoes for a moment instead of Samuel’s.  God stands right in front of Samuel and calls him by name.  What does Samuel do?  He runs to Eli.  Eli says go back to bed, it wasn’t me.  So God stands in front of Samuel again and again calls him by name.  What does Samuel do?  He runs to Eli.  Hello, is anybody home in there, little Sammy?  Eli sends him back to bed; it wasn’t me.  So God stands in front of Samuel again and again calls him by name, as clearly and as directly as he can.  What does Samuel do?  He runs to Eli.  

Those of us who are parents can relate somewhat to God.  We have stood 12 inches away from our kids and called them as clearly as we could to come to the dinner table, and they act as though we were talking to ourselves.  We might as well be in the cone of silence for all they hear.  We might as well be doing a mime.  And so the voice goes up a little in volume and intensity, and before long we want to grab them by the neck and shake them.  And when we do, they act surprised, because somehow they never heard us.  

But God shows no such impatience with Samuel.  God isn’t going anywhere.  He will stand there as long as it takes, and he will call Samuel’s name as long as it takes.  God is not leaving until he connects with Samuel, until Samuel finally understands that God is calling his name.

An English poet once described God as “The Hound of Heaven.”  For hundreds of years the English have employed the bloodhound to pursue people on the run.  The bloodhound might not be the most handsome dog; the literature says the bloodhound “has a very long face, droopy jowls, wrinkled brow and watery, deeply sunken eyes” (a description that also fits a number of our ex-presidents).  But the bloodhound does have the best sense of smell of any breed, and it is also quite obsessive about finding whatever it is that it is looking for.  Bloodhounds are famous for their ability to pick up a scent even from a cold trail.  And once they pick up the scent, they will not quit until they find you. The literature also has this note about the bloodhound:  “Its reputation for viciously attacking quarry is unfounded; it is more likely to lick and slobber the quarry once it is tracked down.” 

Interesting, isn't it, that this poet used the bloodhound to describe God.  And while I don’t think of God as having a long face, droopy jowls, and sunken eyes, God is as obsessive as a hound when it comes to tracking us down.  Even when the trail is as cold as ice, God can pick up our scent.  He will track us wherever we go.  And he is not trying to track us down so he can attack us.  No, God wants to track us down so he can slobber all over us with his love and affection and grace.   He is unrelenting in his pursuit of us because he wants to have a relationship with us.  And while he might not call our names verbally, like he did with Samuel, the Bible assures us that God is calling our names.  God is here right now, every bit as much as God was there at the foot of Samuel’s bed, and he is calling your name.  And he will keep calling and keep calling and keep calling until his persistence and his love and his tenacity breaks through to your heart. 

God Tenaciously Tries To Change Us

Now I need to warn you about something.  You need to know that God wants to do much more in your life once he does break through to your heart.  He is interested in doing much more than just establishing the connection with you.  The truth is that God not only wants to connect with you, God wants to change you, and he is every bit as tenacious about changing you as he is about tracking you down in the first place. 

In a short, four chapter book in the New Testament called Philippians, a man named Paul writes this to some of Jesus’ followers:  “Being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.”  (Philippians 1:6)   Now what is the “good work” Paul is talking about that God has begun in our lives?  According to the Bible, once God breaks through to our hearts and establishes a relationship with us, he goes to work in our lives.  And what he is trying to do is to change our hearts and our values and our thoughts and our words to conform them to the heart of Jesus.  In Romans 8:29 the Bible says this:  “Those whom God had already chosen he also set apart to become like his Son.”  The “good work” God is doing in our lives is to reproduce the heart and character of Jesus in us.  And the Bible gives us this warning – God will not quit until he’s finished.

I have a great deal of admiration for people who buy fixer-uppers, people who can see the beauty and potential in an older home and who invest themselves in renovating that home.  I admire them because I could never do what they do.  I have no carpentry or electrical or plumbing skills whatsoever.  In some people’s hands a hammer is a sacred tool; they can take a hammer and make something beautiful with it.  In some people’s hands a hammer is a dangerous tool; they can take a hammer and tear things apart.  In my hands a hammer is a useless tool; I am so inept I can’t even do damage with it.  And when I do try to build or renovate something, I get frustrated very easily.  When the building project doesn’t go right the first time around, I usually get mad and quit.  We can never buy a fixer-upper, because if we did, it would stay a fixer-upper for life.

When we began our relationship with God, it was as if we invited God into our hearts and homes.  And what did God see when he came in?  When God came into my life, he saw a fixer-upper.  He saw attitudes that needed fixing and relationships that needed repair.  He saw parts of me that were bent out of shape.  He saw that I needed much more than a paint job, much more than a little dusting and vacuuming.  I needed complete renovation.  And so God went to work.  He began the good work of changing me, of changing how I think and how I talk and how I spend my time and how I treat other people and how I spend my money.  

And to tell you the truth, the changes aren’t always pleasant.  God has had to do some major reconstruction.  Some things have had to be ripped out and thrown away.  There was mildew and rottenness and cracks and breaks and tears.  Some of me was pretty resistant to change.  Sometimes God has had to get out the crowbar to pry out some parts of me I had held onto for a long time, even though I knew they were bad for me.  And to tell you the real truth, there are times when I feel like I’ve had enough.  There are times when I want to tell God, “OK, enough is enough.  Can’t we just leave well enough alone?  Can’t we just mud over some of those cracks?  Did we have to replace the entire wall?  Aren’t you ever going to be done?”
But like I told you, God is tenacious.  He won’t quit.  He is relentless.  And that means that God won't stop until he’s finished.

I have to admit that I like people who finish things.  One of my pet peeves is people who don’t finish their Cokes.  Being the classy guy that I am, when we have people over to watch a movie or the 49ers, I’ll put out a bunch of Cokes for people to drink.  And when I’m cleaning up it really bugs me to find three or four cans of Coke that are still half full.  Now I don’t know if this is true across the board, but my observation is that it is the women who usually do this.  My male friends would never take a can of Coke and only drink a few ounces.  They would finish it up, and then crush it against their foreheads.  But the women we have over have this very annoying – in my view – habit of only drinking about half of their Cokes.  I have thought about instituting a new rule in our home and requiring the women to share their Cokes, but so far I haven’t had the courage to do it.

Have you ever known someone who wasn’t a finisher, a person who had started about six to ten different projects but hadn’t finished any of them?  That could be a real problem if you put a person who isn’t a finisher into a home that’s a fixer-upper and then have them marry someone who is a finisher.  That could be a recipe for disaster.  In our old neighborhood there was a family who we could tell just by driving by who were not finishers.  They would buy a tree, dig a hole, and then leave the tree in the pot next to the hole until eventually the tree died.  One year they decided to put up a new fence.  They roped off the area they wanted to fence.  They dug the post holes, and they even put posts in the post holes.  But they never put up the fencing.  We would drive by their house once in awhile just to see if they ever got the fencing up.  They never did.  My theory is that they got the trees and the fence posts mixed up, and are waiting for the fence posts to grow branches.

God is a finisher.  He only quits when he’s done.  He didn’t rest on the seventh day because he was tired; he rested because he was finished.  And he won’t rest until he’s done with you, until he has finished the job of renovating your heart and recreating the life of his Son Jesus inside of you.  That’s what Paul meant when he said in Philippians 1:6, “Being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.”  God will not quit until he has completed his work in your life.

On this, the last Sunday of 2008, we have all the more reason to appreciate the fact that God is a finisher.  It was about this time last year that many of us made our New Year’s resolutions.  We resolved to get in shape.  We resolved to save money.  We resolved to be better employees, to be more romantic with our wives, to spend more time with our kids, to read the Bible every day, to pray more, to care more.  True, only about three percent of we Americans actually wrote down our resolutions, but most of us made them in our heads even so.  And now we look back on 2008 and evaluate how many New Year’s resolutions we actually finished.  If you are like me, probably not many.  Why?  Because we’re bad people?  I don’t think so.  The truth is that it is hard to finish.  It takes tenacity to be a finisher.  

And there is no one more tenacious than God.  When God came to this earth in the person of his Son Jesus, he came with a mission.  His mission was to break down the barriers between us and him, to break the power of sin in our lives, to make it possible for us to be forgiven for our sin and to start a new life and to live the way God designed us to live.  But it was a hard job Jesus had.  He was ridiculed.  He was denounced and insulted and verbally abused.  He was arrested illegally, tried unjustly, and sentenced unmercifully.  He was beaten and spit on and nailed to a cross.  But as hard as the job was, Jesus did not quit.  Do you know what Jesus’ last words were before he died?  John records them for us in the 19th chapter of his Gospel:  “Jesus said, ‘It is finished.’  With that, he bowed his head and gave up his spirit.”  (John 19:30)  Jesus was a finisher.

And that is good news for us.  It is good news because we can know that God will never quit on us.  He is the “Hound of Heaven” who will pursue us to the ends of the earth, who will not quit dialing our number until we finally pick up the phone and say, “Here I am Lord.”  Maybe this morning you feel like the Fugitive, out on the run, all alone, with a checkered past and an uncertain future.  There is no need to run anymore.  Maybe you’ve given up on yourself, and maybe your friends or your family have given up on you.  But God will never give up on you.  You see, God is tenacious.  He won’t quit pursuing you, he won’t quit loving you, and he won’t quit working in your life, no matter how many times you’ve blown it, no matter how many times you’ve shut the door in his face.  When Jesus died on the cross, he finished the job his Father gave him.  But, he isn’t finished with you.
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