GOD’S MESSAGE THROUGH JONAH
Jonah 1-4
Key Verse: 2:9
“But I, with a song of thanksgiving, will sacrifice to you.

What I have vowed I will make good. Salvation comes from the LORD.”

Jonah was a prophet who lived around the time of Jeroboam II, who reigned from 782 to 753 B.C. (See 2Ki 14:25) He was from the Northern part of Israel, from the tribe of Zebulun. He prophesied a time of prosperity for the Northern kingdom during the reign of Jeroboam II. At the same time, shortly after Jeroboam’s death the nation of Israel would be defeated by Assyria, and the nation would be no more. Then how is his story the message of hope?
I.  To Preach the Word of the Lord (1)
In verses 1-2: “The word of the LORD came to Jonah son of Amittai: ‘Go to the great city of Nineveh and preach against it, because its wickedness has come up before me.’” Noneveh was a great city in Assyria. How great was Nineveh? It’s wall was eight miles around, and it is said to have been a three day walk to see everything there was to see. At the same time, what came up before the Lord was the wickedness. The phrase is reminiscent of the fearful expression regarding Sodom and Gomorrah in Genesis 18. It was a comparatively great city, but its wickedness before God was also great. The Lord commissioned his prophet Jonah to preach against it. Wickedness will be followed either by repentance or judgment; God does not tolerate it forever. At the same time, the Ninevites were especially honored to receive the word of the Lord, as they were Gentiles, as well as being greatly wicked. 


The story of Jonah reveals God’s hope from beginning to end, but as usual, in the most surprising way. How did God’s history progress in the time of Jonah, and through this reluctant prophet? Actually Jonah was a known prophet, who had prophesied the expansion of the boundaries of Israel during the reign of Jereboam II, and it happened. (2Ki 14:25) He loved his people as God’s people. But when the word of the Lord came for him to speak to the Ninevites, what did the great prophet do? He fled. He didn’t want to preach to Ninevites. They were as wicked as Sodomites. And they represented a grave threat to the Israelites. In fact, within 50-100 years, the Assyrian Empire, of which Nineveh was “the great city,” would take the Israelites captive. Why should Jonah preach to them, so that they could repent and be spared by the compassion of God, only to destroy God’s people a short time later?

This is the truth of God’s hope. It has been progressing by the preaching of the word of the Lord. Jonah was called to preach the word of the Lord to the Ninevites. As a result, they actually repented for a time and were spared. The Lord had compassion on them. This reminds us of the Lord Jesus Christ. He had the same compassion of God when he preached the word of the Lord in Galilee, when he fed five thousand people, many of whom might later yell, “Crucify!” In either case we can’t justify that anything good came out of the preaching of the word of the Lord to those who, in Jonah’s case, when spared their own destruction by the Lord’s compassion, would execute destruction on the Lord’s own a short time later. Or in Jesus’ case, after receiving such compassion, would turn without compassion on the Son of God.

The truth of God’s hope is not based on pragmatism. Otherwise God would not have even called Jonah, who he had to bear and tolerate and teach with much care and bearing of his rejection—and he was God’s servant. God’s hope is always moving forward as the word of God is preached. It is never dependent on the outcome being favorable. For those who have been in this ministry a long time, we might say that preaching the word of the Lord to one young nursing student in the late 1980’s caused this ministry to suffer for thirteen years, and that is true. But with the eyes of hope we see the same truth and proclaim God’s hope, which progresses just like that, and we see at the same time the reign of the compassionate and holy God, who embraces us and this world in the truth. What we see with our eyes looks like the people of God suffer, God himself suffers, and the ministry of the word doesn’t prosper at all. What’s the point? What we see with God’s vision is the inevitable creation of this world by his word, under his sovereign rule of compassion. 

II.  From inside the fish (2)

Jonah prayed from the belly of a fish. What could your prayer be from inside the belly of a fish? “Lord, get me out of this fish?” Surprisingly, Jonah praised the Lord who gave him life. Verses 2-9 are his prayer. “In my distress I called to the LORD, and he answered me. From the depths of the grave I called for help, and you listened to my cry. You hurled me into the deep, into the very heart of the seas, and the currents swirled about me; all your waves and breakers swept over me. I said, ‘I have been banished from your sight; yet I will look again toward your holy temple.’ The engulfing waters threatened me, the deep surrounded me; seaweed was wrapped around my head. To the roots of the mountains I sank down; the earth beneath barred me in forever. But you brought my life up from the pit, O LORD my God. When my life was ebbing away, I remembered you, LORD, and my prayer rose to you, to your holy temple. Those who cling to worthless idols forfeit the grace that could be theirs. But I, with a song of thanksgiving, will sacrifice to you. What I have vowed I will make good. Salvation comes from the LORD.” 
Jonah received God’s grace. And he vowed to serve the Lord from whom all salvation comes. From his personal distress inside the fish, Jonah saw the Lord who is in his holy temple, ruling heaven and earth, mountains and creatures, with his grace, who is working in all things to bring about his salvation. He prayed to the one who caused him to undergo such difficulty. He prayed to the very one who had banished him like this. From the point of death he praised the God of life. In his time of banishment, he clung to the God of grace. Jonah had a three day long worship service from inside the fish.

Jonah experienced such unity with the Lord when he was inside of the fish. He became for all intents and purposes dead, but that is where he was made alive by God, alive to God, alive in prayer. This is the secret of prayer. In prayer a sinner against God experiences being judged by God, at the same time being alive to God. In prayer, Jonah saw the holy God in his temple. He saw the vision of God’s hope from there. God created Jonah in this way before he had him sent to the Ninevites. He would preach against the Ninevites, but he would preach with the vision of God who is in his holy temple. He would preach that those who cling to worthless idols forfeit the grace of God. He would learn God’s grace on himself, on Israel, the Ninevites and the whole world. From inside the fish God called Jonah as his holy servant. Then what would Jonah do?
III.  Jonah Preaches in Nineveh (3-4)

According to 3:1-3, Jonah obeyed the word of the Lord and proclaimed the Lord’s message to Nineveh. What was the message? “Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned.” (4) Jonah preached the Lord’s judgment on the great city. What did the Ninevites do? Amazingly they repented. They believed the proclamation of the Lord through Jonah and repented before the Lord. This was not their God, but the God of Israel, and yet they repented from the king on down. What was their hope? Look at verse 9. “Who knows? God may yet relent and with compassion turn from his fierce anger so that we will not perish.” The Ninevites depended on God’s compassion when they heard the message. They changed their ways. They repented their evil and violent practices. Still they waited and depended on the Lord’s compassion. 


Who could believe the Lord’s compassion on the evildoers? Who could foresee the Lord’s compassion on Ninevites who would never truly and permanently repent? But what happened when these people depended on the Lord’s compassion? Verse 10 says, “When God saw what they did and how they turned from their evil ways, he had compassion and did not bring upon them the destruction he had threatened.” The Lord’s compassion is beyond our understanding. He has compassion, and his compassion causes him to suffer, causes his people to suffer. His compassion makes no sense to us humanly speaking, because it ultimately brings shame on the Lord’s people and suffering to the Lord’s servants. But this is the compassion of the Lord, which he calls us into, from out of a fish or out of our life, to offer ourselves into, to experience and participate in, until we know the Lord’s compassion and serve the Lord’s compassion—not the result of a repentant city or the justification of us or the Lord’s servants. If we extend this out, the nation of Israel would be destroyed by Assyrians—that is, Ninevites—in a few short years. If the Lord overturned Nineveh, who knows but that the nation of Israel would have prospered. But God didn’t call his people Israel to prosper over Nineveh. He called his people—like Jonah of all people—to proclaim the message of the Lord to the Ninevites and to all people. At what cost? At the cost of their suffering, at the cost of his rejection, at the cost of his Son. That is what it is being called into God’s hope. It is beyond personal or national hope. It is God’s hope. Who will serve this hope of God at such cost? I believe this is what I am called to do as a disciple and disciple maker. I believe this is what it is to pray for 120.
Then praise God for his holy compassion, right? What was Jonah’s response? Look at 4:1-3. “But Jonah was greatly displeased and became angry. He prayed to the LORD, “O LORD, is this not what I said when I was still at home? That is why I was so quick to flee to Tarshish. I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity. Now, O LORD, take away my life, for it is better for me to die than to live.” Jonah knew that the Lord was compassionate. He wanted the Lord’s compassion for himself and his people. But Nineveh? He didn’t want it. He wanted the Lord’s compassion to serve his purpose, and if we see with a larger perspective, the national interest, and from a larger perspective, the purpose of the people of God. Jonah wasn’t small minded. But God called him into serving God’s purpose, which we learn here is a completely different thing.

What did the LORD teach Jonah? Through raising the vine, and then taking the vine, God wanted to help Jonah to see his care of all people. He is God who cares—even for Ninevites. In verses 10-11 the Lord said, “You have been concerned about this vine, though you did not tend it or make it grow. It sprang up overnight and died overnight. But Nineveh has more than a hundred and twenty thousand people who cannot tell their right hand from their left, and many cattle as well. Should I not be concerned about that great city?” These verses show that what we care about and what God cares about are vastly different. We care about a vine if it suits our need. But God cares about Ninevites. He is God who cares. His care of Ninevites, his care of Jonah, his care of us come at a cost to him. To forgive the Ninevites meant the destruction of his people. To save Jonah in chapter 2 meant tolerating his rebellion in chapter 4. To care for us, truly care with his compassion which saves us and gives us life, cost his one and only Son.
What can the book of Jonah mean for me and for us? It should be the call to serve this hope of God, that his compassion will indeed rule Ninevites, Israelites, UBF people, us—all creation, and not without cost. I learn to offer myself to this God for the preaching of the word to Ninevites. It is like offering myself to suffer. I have to repent, for I am a pragmatic person in my training. But the offering of a person isn’t based on pragmatism, but the precious glimpse of God’s holy vision, revealed here in his command to Jonah, who rebelled against God, to preach against the Ninevites, who would soon come and destroy God’s people. I learn here what it is to pray for 120. It is not the prayer for the creation of 120 members or followers, but the creation of God’s work to create 120 who can be plunged into the gospel ministry. Salvation comes from the Lord—the Lord who has compassion on the Ninevites, whose salvation has been progressing through the suffering of himself, his Son, and his servants. May God raise 120 who are offered to him.
