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What do you do when God asks you to do something that you don’t want to do?

Maybe God tells you to tell a neighbour the good news, invite someone to church, or help in a mission, or lead a bible study or go to university or…

What do you do?


Do you ignore Him and hope he goes away? – I must admit that is often my response.

Do you find excuses why not? – I am not capable of doing that? -- Maybe its only in my mind – I mean God doesn’t speak today does he? ... 


Do you run away? – you can’t invite you neighbour in if you don’t make time, if you  “have to go shopping” or just go away or even just hide in the back room and not answer the door. 

Or ( do you just get on and do it?

Jonah was told to go to Nineveh and preach judgement to it. 

We all know the story about Jonah being swallowed by a big fish “Jonah and the whale” – the point was that Jonah ran away rather than obey God. (or to be more accurate, he tried to run away!!) Jonah had reasons why he didn’t want to go and I think we need to explore why - but first a joke – Liberals theologians do not believe in the authenticity of the Jonah because they can’t swallow the whale!
<General Intro> 

This is the next in my series on the Minor Prophets. – To remind you what they are, they are the twelve short books at the end of OT. They were written over a date range of about 500 years. David and Solomon’s single kingdom split into two kingdoms about 930 BC and God sent prophets to speak into his people. 

<My servants the prophets> God sent prophets to speak into his people.

This next sermon is about the book of Jonah. As with all the other prophets Jonah didn’t have the excuse that we try to claim when God tells us to do something – a deafness to hearing God speak ▬ maybe this isn’t from God;  Jonah does not have that excuse because this book begins in the same way as the other minor prophets:  1:1 The word of the Lord came to Jonah son of Amittai saying "Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and call out against it, for their evil has come up before me."

But: unlike the other prophets, that is not what happens: the very next verse says “But Jonah rose to flee to Tarshish from the presence of the LORD. He went down to Joppa and found a ship going to Tarshish. So he paid the fare and went on board, to go with them to Tarshish, away from the presence of the LORD”

Jonah ran away rather than obey God. Jonah had reasons why he didn’t want to go and we are going to explore why he ran away? why he was disobedient? But first let me just remind you of the story itself

We know of Jonah not only from this story but also from OT 2 Kings 14:25 – he was a successful prophet from Gath-Hepher – a village a few miles northeast of Nazareth and he prophesied about 775-735 BC during a time when the Assyrians were becoming the dominant power in the area. We are about 20-50 years before they destroy the Northern kingdom of Israel/Samaria 
 Some of us may have had to learn Byron’s poem “The Destruction of Sennacharib”

The Assyrian came down like the wolf on the fold,

 
And his cohorts were gleaming in purple and gold;

 
And the sheen of their spears was like stars on the sea,

 
When the blue wave rolls nightly on deep Galilee.

The Assyrians:  Sennacharib had made the city of Nineveh into his capital–and built there a palace described as “without a rival” – about 500*250 metres! (That is about 15 football pitches . 5 long and 3 wide  … Buckingham palace is about 110 by 120 metres that is about 1/10th the size of Sennacharib’s palace – They used about 160 Million bricks to make it!
Geography: Nineveh is near (most of it under) modern day Mosul away to the North- East of Israel – and  where does Jonah run to? Almost exactly the opposite direction – due West – to Spain! Literally “to get away from the face of the Lord”
We know the story: 

Jonah goes to sleep on the boat. God raises a storm and no matter what the sailors do they do not look like surviving. The try to row back, they throw the cargo overboard, they cry out to their gods; all to no avail. So they waken Jonah and ask him to pray to his God. Then they cast lots and the lot falls on Jonah. When they ask him what he has done he replies that he worships the God who made the seas and the dry land and he also tells them he is running away from God. When asked, Jonah says it is his fault and the solution is to throw him overboard. They don’t like that idea at all but when the storm gets worse they pray to God that his blood is not on their hands and then they do throw him overboard. Immediately the storm ceases. So they make sacrifices to God. Meanwhile God appoints a great fish and Jonah is swallowed by it and remains inside it for three days and three nights.

There is an awful lot of good stuff in there but I do want to move on to try and find out why Jonah didn’t want to go; but I will make this one point here. As a child I thought that being swallowed by the whale (strictly a great fish) was a punishment. However, quite clearly it was not a punishment it was a salvation. If you read chapter 2 you will see that it is a song of praise for being saved from drowning. It is not a prayer for deliverance but a song of praise because he has been delivered It is a collection of verses from the Psalms, a meditation on the Lord’s goodness

So the fish spews him out on to dry land.

Now we get to our passage. Chapters 3 and 4: 
God says again, a second time
God says again, a second time “Go preach against Nineveh, that great city”. This time Jonah goes! At least here is a prophet who can profit from his experience!

I want to say something about Assyria and Nineveh. When we studied this book we had to make a cartoon version. The winner was someone who had a mouse go and preach to a city full of cats! That was the idea that was eventually published as part of the children’s NIV. It is a good image because Assyria was THE power of the time with strength and arrogance and Israel was a minor bit-player in the region. We have a lot of cuneiform tablets from Sennacharib and some of them parallel the biblical accounts; for instancw: one of them says “Hezekiah himself I shut up in Jerusalem, his capital city, like a bird in a cage”
In Jonah there is a strange reference to the size of Nineveh “a visit required 3 days”
Well,  I guess it depends how many things that you stop and look at! 
In fact the Hebrew says “it is a city to God of 3 day’s journey”  “city to God” probably just means “very large” but we do not know quite what the “3 day’s journey” means. The ESV says it was 3 days journey in breadth  - I think that is pretty unlikely – that would make bigger across than the distance from Jerusalem to Galilee. Much more likely it means that it was three days in circumference – that was the usual way of measuring a city in those days = and, that is still pretty big; about 14 -15 miles across. We have already talked about the palace – 10 times bigger than Buckingham Palace – W also know that the central city was about 3 square miles and had a brick wall round it about 7 ½ miles long but the suburbs etc could easily have made it three-days journey round especially as there seems to have been cattle in the city. (3:7 and 4:7) – whatever; it is pretty big. The comment in the last verse about 120,000 children suggests a total population of 600 to 800,000 people. Truly a great city
So Jonah starts off into the city and preaches. “In 40 days Nineveh will be overthrown” – now, of course, he must have said more than that, because as we see from the text they understood that they were being judged by God for wickedness and they realised the need to repent. 3:5: And the people of Nineveh believed God;  so he must have preached more than just destruction, but it may not have been much more than that. But he was preaching in the power of the spirit who convicts men of sin and judgement – he was heard and they responded
In fact the king orders a full repentance, fasting, sackcloth and ashes for everyone, including the cattle. 3:8-9 but let man and beast be covered with sackcloth, and let them call out mightily to God. Let everyone turn from his evil way and from the violence that is in his hands. Who knows? God may turn and relent and turn from his fierce anger, so that we may not perish
There is a nice image here about what repentance is. Back in chapter 1 the sailors turned round and tried to row to the shore. Here the people are commanded to turn from their wickedness – the same word is used. “turn to the shore” “turn away from wickedness” Repentance is a turning away from something and going in the other direction. In NT Greek the word is literally a “changing of the mind” and it is often easy for us to change our mind’s but not actually to do anything, that is because we misunderstand the way a NT person thought. A “changing of the mind” means a change of direction, not just in our heads but for our whole persons. This OT image helps us to really understand. To repent means turning the boat round and rowing in the opposite direction: turning round and doing something to stay turned round. That is repentance
The Ninevite’s understanding about God is correct! 3:10 When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil way, God relented of the disaster that he had said he would do to them, and he did not do it
In the KJV where we have “relented” it says “God repented” but the word is a totally different word from the one I was just talking about – the sailors and rowing – but things happen – Things change. God relented and did not do what he had threatened.
Now to the last chapter, and to me the most interesting part of the story.
Because God did not punish Nineveh then Jonah gets angry.

Now we find out why he didn’t go when he was told to go in chapter 1. It wasn’t fear, the mouse going to the cats! It was – because he knew what kind of God he was dealing with
4:2, "O LORD, is not this what I said when I was yet in my country? That is why I made haste to flee to Tarshish; for I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, and relenting from disaster. 

What is quite amazing is the following sentence:  Therefore now, O LORD, please take my life from me, for it is better for me to die than to live." 

Here is the question that I asked you to think about as you read Jonah. 

Why did Jonah want to die?

He knows who God is and knows that what has happened is quite within God’s character and yet he wants to die.
Possible answers that have been suggested by various commentators are these
· Jonah is a very successful prophet – but not this time! Despite the fact that he has succeeded in affecting a whole pagan city, he is about to be proved wrong and he is concerned for his own reputation.

· Jonah is a political nationalist and is angry because God has spared the enemy and oppressor of his country

· Jonah is a theological nationalist and is angry because God has saved someone else other than his own chosen people. This is Luther’s suggestion
· Personally, I do not think any of these are sufficient to want to pray for death to a God whom Jonah knows from experience is capable of doing whatever God wants to do. I think that we have a much bigger and more serious problem to think about. 

There are two major problems when we look at the world and see what happens in it. 

The first is: Why is it that the innocent suffer? Life sometimes seems very unfair: Why do good people get involved in disasters? That is what the book of Job is about. Why do the innocent suffer?

The second question that gives us problems is the opposite question: Why do bad people get away with it? Life again so often seems unfair. Why are guilty people not punished? It can be anything from a Primary Health Care Trust putting money higher than service and – as was reported this week – employing someone who can’t speak or read English and so gives wrong doses of drugs and kills someone; through a drunken driver causing an accident; a cowboy builder building a house that doesn’t keep the rain out; to a next-door neighbour cheating on his wife. Why doesn’t God do something about such injustice? Why is it that the guilty are not punished? And that is what I think this book of Jonah is about. Why aren’t the guilty punished?

I think that Jonah is saying “Look God: these people are guilty and you are just going to forgive them. Where are the standards? If there is no judgement then how can there be right and wrong? 
And that is a very good question. 
Firstly, if there is no right or wrong then it means that anything goes. It is just as right to feed children as to starve them. It is just as right to look after your old parents as to steal from them. This is what our society is saying. There are no absolutes, There is only opinion and there is no way of choosing between opinions. If Hitler chooses to kill six-million Jews then – who is to say he is wrong? If there are no standards then anything, anything, goes.

Secondly, and following on from that, if there is no punishment/judgement for wrongdoing then how do we know that there are any standards? The whole system of law depends on making distinctions, between actions. Jonah is asking “how do we know what is right or wrong if you just forgive people? If there is no judgement for sinful actions then how do we know what sin is?”

Unless there is a practical difference in the outcome to actions then there is no way to have standards of good and evil. I do not here mean that when I kick the cat the cat remains kicked (that is an amazing result of my significance – that God lets me affect His universe) I mean that only if it matters whether I kick the cat or not can we talk about standards. 

This is why I think Jonah says:

4:2  "O LORD, is not this what I said when I was yet in my country? That is why I made haste to flee to Tarshish; for I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, and relenting from disaster. 

Therefore now, O LORD, please take my life from me, for it is better for me to die than to live." 

Jonah is saying that it isn’t worth living in a world where a Holy, just and righteous God is not in charge. It isn’t worth living if relativism and personal opinion is all we have.

So let us turn to God’s answer to Jonah.

God’s reply is to ask Jonah if that is a reasonable request “are you doing the right thing?” (God does not answer Jonah’s prayer by killing him) 

I think we can put words into Jonah’s mind here. He obviously thinks ‘Ah-ah, it is going to happen; in fact, perhaps it is just as well that I wasn’t in the city when destruction fell. All I need to do is wait’. So he goes out of the city builds a shelter and waits to see what will happen to the city.

But Jonah’s thoughts were not correct. God has a lesson to teach him. Jonah has to get things in the right perspective. 

The story now descends into something of a farce: God causes a plant to grow and give Jonah shade. But then God appoints a worm or caterpillar to destroy the plant and then rubs in the lesson by sending a hot desert wind, a scorching east wind that makes Jonah feel faint. Jonah now again prays for his death. Again God questions him “are you right being angry about the plant?” to which Jonah is now so angry that he says “yes, I am!”
At this, God points out just how irrational Jonah is being. The plant wasn’t his. The city isn’t his. 

4 :10,11 And the LORD said, "You pity the plant, for which you did not labour, nor did you make it grow, which came into being in a night and perished in a night.  

And should not I pity Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than 120,000 persons who do not know their right hand from their left, and also much cattle?" 

This is the creator speaking, he who made Nineveh and all who live in it and that is the most amazing ending to any book in the bible “and also much cattle”

Jonah has made an error that needs correction. 
If there is no difference in God's practical attitude to brotherly love and murder then there is no standard. 
But the bible says otherwise. God is of purer eyes that to look upon evil and turns his face from sin says Habbakuk (1:13) The very statement made in the most famous verse of all – John 3:16 - shows that God is affected by sin: and that in the most practical of ways. God is Good. God does have standards and they outwork in Salvation because God is Love and God cares for people 
This is where Jonah was wrong. “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son so that whoever believes in him should not perish”
There is judgement: but it fell on Christ: Let me just read something from Malachi that helps to put this into perspective

Mal 3:15  And now we call the arrogant blessed. Evildoers not only prosper but they put God to the test and they escape. 

Then those who feared the LORD spoke with one another. The LORD paid attention and heard them, and a book of remembrance was written before him of those who feared the LORD and esteemed his name. “They shall be mine,” says the LORD of hosts“,in the day when I make up my treasured possession, and I will spare them as a man spares his son who serves him.” 

Then once more you shall see the distinction between the righteous and the wicked, between one who serves God and one who does not serve him. 

Our New Testament Reading referred to the “sign of Jonah” and we might ask what exactly was that sign. 

The parallel passage in Matthew’s gospel tells us. They will be given no other sign except the sign of Jonah: For just as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the great fish, so will the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.
We have just celebrated Easter: The ultimate proof of God’s love to us: Easter when Jesus died and was buried and rose from the tomb. This is the true sign of Jonah. That God cares for us. It is a sign of salvation, not of condemnation. God loves us and has proved his love in that while we were yet sinners Christ died for us.

¿ So what are the main lessons to learn from this book of Jonah?
1. Well firstly, the obvious lesson: that it isn’t a good idea to ignore God when he asks you to do something. I leave the individual application to your own hearts and the Holy Spirit. But we need all to remember that God has put us here in this building and in this village. 

2. Secondly, Justice and Righteousness are very much about who God is and we must not forget this. There will come a time when judgment will occur. But it isn’t our position to judge. We must not make the mistakes Jonah made. We know God who said “’Vengeance is Mine. I will repay’ says the Lord” (Rom 12:9)

3. Thirdly, Rather, the message we have is not just “God will destroy you” it is “God Loves you” and He has done all that is necessary to redeem you and bring you to himself” 

The picture I am left with is of Jonah very worried about God’s standards sitting on a hill outside a city wall waiting for God’s judgment to fall – not knowing that God’s judgement will fall – some 800 years later outside another city wall – but God’s judgment falls not upon those who deserve it but upon God’s own sinless son.

We have no need to be concerned about standards because we don’t see justice being done in this world. 
We have no right to judge and demand that God do something about sin. The bible tells us that God is affected by sin and that in the most practical of ways. God is Good. God does have standards and they outwork in Salvation because God is Love and God cares for people “and also much cattle”
The Lord’s Supper – Preparation
As we come to prepare for the Lord’s supper let us compose ourselves to receive this gift of a meal prepared for us by the Lord Himself

We have just celebrated Easter: The ultimate proof of God’s love to us: Easter when Jesus died and was buried and rose from the tomb. This is the true sign of Jonah. That God cares for us. It is a sign of salvation, not of condemnation. God loves us and has proved his love in that while we were yet sinners Christ died for us. So let us take this meal in faith.

Paul writes:

I received from the Lord that which I pass on to you. That the Lord Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it, and said, "This is my body which is for you. Do this in remembrance of me." 

In the same way also he took the cup, after supper, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me." 

For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes.
There are warnings about failure to understand why Jesus died: but what is absolutely clear is that God in Christ has done all that is necessary to save us and he invites us to this meal he has prepared for us: we do not have to understand how it helps us, just accept it with thanks in our hearts. The Lord, our Lord, invites you to eat with him.

If he is not your Lord, please just let the bread and the wine pass by. If you have believed even this moment the please be bold to eat and drink; Christ welcomes you with joy.

It is our practice to eat and drink together so please hold the bread and the wine until we all are served.

On the night that Jesus was betrayed he took bread  - as I take this bread – gave thanks 

Lord, we thank you for this simple meal. Your body, <broken and given for us>
"This is my body which is for you. Do this in remembrance of me."
"This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me."
For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes
Until he comes: we have things to do and can go forth refreshed to do them
Jonah
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