JONAH 

Turn with me, in your Bible, to the book of Jonah. (1:1-3.)

Nineveh is to the East of Israel, Tarshish is three times as far to the West, on the coast of Spain, the extreme end of civilization in Jonah's time. What was Jonah thinking?

"If I stay here this thing is going to bother me. If I keep busy maybe I can get my mind off of it. Besides, I've been working hard lately and could use a vacation. I've never been to Tarshish before and it might make a good mission field there as well.

"This will give God some more time to think about it. Maybe He will get someone else when He sees how I don't want to go. The Assyrians sure are wicked people, no wonder God is thinking about destroying them (though He will probably forgive them if they repent).

"I don't know if I could work with that type of people, let alone love them. They must be the most heathen people on earth, no telling what they might try to do to me, an enemy and a foreigner. Nineveh certainly isn't very promising, probably a waste of time." And Jonah doubts God's wisdom, questions God's judgment, and rationalizes away God's commission.

The boat pulls out to sea. A great wind comes and develops into a fierce storm. The sailors (probably Pheonicians) fear for their lives and begin throwing cargo into the sea. They cry out to their heathen gods but to no avail. Then the captain happens to find Jonah in the lower part of the boat (vs. 6). "Something must be wrong here," the crew decides. "Someone must be responsible for the storm." So they cast lots to see who would get the blame, and it is Jonah! In verses 9-17, Jonah tells the story.

What does the story teach us?

First, that when I doubt God's wisdom and question His thinking, I am in danger of becoming discouraged, fearful, and most likely to make mistakes. God's way is not only a better way, it is the only way.

Secondly, God sometimes allows trouble to come a shake some sense into us. He'd much prefer for us never to go through the storm, but sometimes that's the only way to get our attention.

Thirdly, the Lord has provided rescue for us. The text says, "The Lord prepared a great fish" to swallow Jonah. Now God's provision may not be exactly as we had in mind, but God can protect us through apparent disaster, preserve us through difficulty, rescue us when we realize that our waywardness has brought on the problem.

Here's Jonah--he first went down to Joppa and bought a ticket for Tarshish. Then he went down into the ship, and down into the bottom of the ship. In succeeding events he is thrown down into the sea, goes down into the belly of a fish, which in turn takes him down to the bottom of the waters.

2:6 - God brings Jonah from corruption 2:7 - He remembers the Lord 2:9 - He decides to obey

How many times do we buy a ticket for Tarshish--to try and get away from God, from church, from religion, from doing what God wants us to do? Every wrong word, every forbidden thought and action, unfaithfulness to principle or responsibility, intemperance, going to unholy places or spending time in frivolous entertainment--all are tickets to Tarshish! The world is standing in line for their tickets.

The way to Tarshish is down. Jonah went down, down, down, down, down, down. Each time we go down, it becomes easier to sink even lower--farther from God--but not out of His reach. For all the time He extends His hand to help us to come back. He awaits the moment when we realize our helplessness and our need of His involvement in our lives.

(3:1,2.) God gives Jonah a second chance--that's grace! It's the type of grace that is greater than all our sin. It's forgiving grace. God asks us to come back to duty, back to the Bible, back to salvation, back to Jesus when we go astray. How many chances have I had? How many chances have you had? God allows us a period of probation, but there is a point beyond which divine patience is exhausted, and the judgments of God are sure to follow. He bears long with men and cities, but a time comes as rebellion rejects the light of truth and mercy that the sound of warning is silenced, and grace no longer pleads in behalf of sin.

It's almost such a time for Nineveh, a city of 120,000 people (4:11). Jonah walks through the city streets crying, "Yet forty days and Nineveh shall be destroyed." The news spreads, and each day the count is less: 39, 38, 30, 20, 10--and what a revival! The King of all the people fast, put on sackcloth, sit in ashes, turn from their evil ways, and "cry mightily unto God" in repentance. So God spared Nineveh from immediate destruction.

God has a message to give to the world--a message of repentance and of judgment. You and I are the Jonahs of our day. The Message should take hold of us. We can be good people, supporting church members--shed a few tears when we hear a Mission story--sing soul-winning songs. but if we just sit here and not do anything, we are on our way to Tarshish!--comfortably going along in the boat!

I tend to think that we are sometimes like Jonah. Captain and crew of storm-tossed ships are perishing, and we try to ignore the problem and find someplace to sleep the time away in our indifference. We may perform tasks of witnessing for the sake of duty, but do it grudgingly. "Okay Lord." And success in terms of conversion and repentance sometimes disappoints us. We may be looking for perfect church members--ones who won't embarrass us--one's that will fit in and be like us--one's who's lifestyle is carbon-copy of the ideal which we haven't reached ourselves.

We marvel at the success of the disciples during Pentecost, when three thousand were converted in one day, and we think that it must have been some preaching. But statistics for Jonah would average out to three thousand/day for forty days straight! And yet we find that he's disappointed: (4:1-3.)

"I knew it," Jonah says, "I preach that judgment is coming at the end of forty days, and just as I thought, you forgive them, God. You've made a fool out of me. No one's going to believe me anymore. Word like this gets around." Then God humorously tries to bring Jonah to his senses--to try and help Jonah understand God's viewpoint--God's Divine love: (4:4-11.)

The message of Jonah is simple:

--God has given His people the responsibility to give the world a message--go and give it! --To those who have failed in their duty, God offers another chance. --And to the person who lives in the sin of Nineveh, God offers forgiveness and salvation from judgment if you repent.

Blessed is he whose sins are forgiven and whose iniquities are forgotten. Blessed is he that is a hearer and a doer of this Word!
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