27.5.09
Jonah 4
midweekchurch
File: Jonah 4 (Outreach)
Whether we are reading books, or going to the movies or watching a TV show, most of like a happy ending. You know the one, where it ends with those immortal words "they all lived happily ever after." Just look at the list of the highest earning films of all time - Lord of the Rings, Titanic, Independence Day, Star Wars, Indiana Jones, Sleepless in Seattle. What do they all have in common? They all made us feel good - for the boy in the end gets the girl, the world is saved, the mystery is solved.

But if you wanted to see a happy ending to the story of Jonah you would have to get a jumbo pack of Liquid Paper and blot out the whole of chapter 4, the last chapter. To many, chapter 3 would be a great ending to the story, it would end on such a high note. Jonah despite his initial protests does preach the good news to Nineveh and they do respond and give their lives to God. And they all live happily ever after! What a great story. 
But life isn’t always like that is it? And the Bible is not always like that, either. For it doesn’t describe a make believe world, a world where right is always rewarded and wrong is always punished. And so when we come to the book of Jonah we are not surprised when it ends with a sting in the tail. The book of Jonah is not there to make us feel good, but to challenge us to greater faithfulness to our Lord and God. So as we finish the book of Jonah I want to ask three questions of the text? 
1. Firstly, What makes us angry? Because you would expect a prophet of God to be over the moon if what he'd been asked to do came off. Happy that God's name was now glorified by a people who once hated God. Thankful that a whole city, had repented. But not Jonah. For chapter 4 says he was greatly displeased and became angry. Angry at God. 
Verse 2 “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.”  God I knew that you would forgive them! And they don’t deserve it. They deserve their punishment. God, it should be an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.  But now you have cheapened your grace, by offering it not just to your people but everyone, not just to the worthy but the unworthy.
Hasn’t Jonah forgotten something? Hasn’t Jonah himself just benefited from God’s grace, God’s mercy, God’s compassion? Wasn’t he the one just two chapters ago rejoicing that salvation didn’t come from our works, from our actions, from our heritage, but instead salvation comes from the Lord? Can’t he see if God was going to judge everyone with justice, he would have been a goner as much as the Ninevites? 
No, he can’t. For Jonah is angry, livid, sullen. He no longer wants to even live. Like the spoilt kid he wants to take his bat and ball and go home. But he doesn’t go home, not yet anyway, he instead finds himself a good vantage point to see what would happen. He wants to put the blow torch onto God. He thinks if he hangs around, this repentance of the Ninevites will wear off. This fasting, their sorrow, this change of heart will not last. So if he finds his deck chair, and beach umbrella so to speak. If he can organise a front row seat and watch what will happen, maybe he can force God’s hand. Maybe God will see that he is right and that God Himself is wrong and so God will eventually come to see that these Ninevites don’t deserve his mercy and will come again in judgement.

There’s an old story, about an atheist, Robert G. Ingersoll who wanted to show his audience who was right and who was wrong. He was delivering his lectures against Christ and the Bible, before a very large crowd. And so on this night, he dramatically took out his watch and said, "I'll give God a chance to prove that He exists and is almighty. I challenge Him to strike me dead within 5 minutes!" First there was silence, then people became uneasy. Some left the hall. At the end of the allotted time, the atheist exclaimed derisively, "See! There is no God. I am still very much alive!" 

After the lecture a young fellow said to a Christian lady, "Well, Ingersoll certainly proved something tonight!" Her reply was memorable. "Yes he did," she said. "He proved God isn't taking orders from atheists tonight."

And in Jonah chapter 4, God doesn’t take his orders from angry prophets either. God isn’t going to be manipulated by Jonah. He will continue to show his mercy to Nineveh and he will continue to show his mercy to Jonah. And he proves that by not sending his judgement onto the people of Nineveh and by graciously providing Jonah with a plant, a shady vine.  That in a day grows up over Jonah and gives him shade and eases his discomfort. And so Jonah’s anger is appeased. But his anger is aroused a little bit later when the vine withers.

What angers Jonah? God does. For God isn’t doing what he wants him to do. It was the Christian author, David Wilkerson who once said: “I believe there is nothing more dangerous to a Christian than to carry a resentment against God. Yet I am shocked by the growing number of believers I meet who are peeved at the Lord. They may not admit as much-but deep inside, they hold some kind of grudge against him. Why? They believe he’s not interested in their lives! They’re convinced he doesn’t care – because he hasn’t answered a particular prayer or acted on their behalf.” That’s the sort of thing that angers Jonah.
But I wonder what angers God? Well, if we look back to the end of chapter 3, verse 9, the Ninevites know what angers God. It is their sin, their injustice, their violence. They know that God hates sin. Disobedience is what angers him. Because He knows He made us to act differently and so when we ignore God’s ways it not only hurts ourselves it angers God.

Think for a moment, what was the thing that made God’s son angry, more than anything else? Wasn’t it that time in the temple where the leaders had allowed the merchants to set up and trade inside the temple walls, inside the court of the Gentiles. Didn’t Jesus make a whip out of chord and chased them out of there? This was meant to be a house of prayer for the nations and they had turned it into a den of robbers. You see God hates sin. He hates false worship, he loathes it when people are being ripped off and abused and ill treated. He’s angry when we keep God’s message to ourselves and don’t share it with others.
That’s what God hates, but I wonder what makes you angry? And are we more like Jonah or more like God? Do we get angry when we don’t get our own way? Do we hate it when people don’t think about our thoughts, our feelings, our situation? Or do we get angry when we think about the fact that 95% of Australians don’t care about their relationship with God. That billions of people live in poverty and yet we have the money for all of us to have enough. That war and greed and power continue on almost unabated and hurt innocent people and kill the most vulnerable?
What makes you angry, really angry? Isn’t it more often stuff that happens to us, rather than the sin that is against God? So aren’t we more like Jonah, wanting to manipulate God, wanting to get our own way, rather than being more like God, wanting people to turn from their sins and experience his compassion, mercy, grace? Jonah chapter 4 paints an amazing contact between Jonah and God and challenges us to ponder whom we are more like.
2. What concerns us? Which leads to my second question, not just what makes us angry, but what concerns us? Because if you think about it what concerns Jonah is not the people of Nineveh, it’s not the sailors on the ship, it is Himself. Go back to that prayer that he prayed to God at the start of chapter 4. For I want you to notice all the mentions of the word “I” or “my”, or “me” in those words. 
“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.”  What concerns Jonah? Himself.
And that is backed up when he goes out to watch what would happen. He is happy when 

God gives him a vine. But he is angry again when God sends the worm to chew through the vine. He was happy when God sent him the great fish, but he is not happy when God asks him to be his witness. For Jonah is being selfish, just thinking about ME. 

Yet when you think about it, there is now a whole city of converts that need to be discipled, encouraged, taught, supported. Why Jonah now has an incredible ministry opportunity right there before him, teaching people that God is compassionate, that God is gracious, that God is the one who is slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. But Jonah isn’t thinking about anyone else but himself and so he misses the ministry opportunity of a life time.

And yet when you again contrast Jonah with God, you see the gulf that is between them. God is interested in the 120,000 people in Nineveh who cannot tell their right hand from their left. God cares for everyone, no matter whether they are young or old, moral, immoral. God cares for people like Jonah and for the king of Nineveh. God cares for the people and he even cares for the cattle in the fields. God doesn’t just think about himself, his concern is for all creation.

And doesn’t God prove that in the New Testament? God so loves the world that he is willing to sends his one and only son so that whoever believes in him will not perish but have everlasting life. God isn’t just concerned with this great city, he is concerned with this great world and everyone and everything within it. He doesn’t want anyone to perish but all to have everlasting life. He doesn’t want to send judgment, he wants to give out his salvation.  Once again the contrast between Jonah and God is huge.
So can I ask you again the question, whom are we more like – Jonah or God? Are we more concerned about ourselves, our happiness, our family, our lives, or do we have a concern for others, for the lost, for those who don’t know their right hand from their left? When you pray what makes up the bulk of your requests to God? Ourselves? Our family? Our friends?
Or our country? Or the lost that currently don’t know God?
When we are here for worship are we thinking about ourselves, what is happening to us or are we trying to put ourselves in the place of others, the new guy visiting this week, the young mum with her kids, the teenager that has no one else his age?   Or widen the scale even more? What make you happy or sad, how your favourite sporting team went on the weekend or how your neighbour who lost their job is going? What are you going to spend you excess money? On looking after stray dogs or feeding starving people? On making sure the rainforest isn’t destroyed or on making sure that more Bibles are printed in China? What does concern you? 
You see the story of Jonah reveals to us the very heart of God. It’s about his concern for others. It’s about his compassion, his grace, his mercy. It starts with God telling Jonah to preach to the lost people of Nineveh and it ends with God saying he has every right to be concerned about those who are lost.

For God is like the shepherd who has 100 sheep and loses one. God is like the lady who has ten coins and loses one. God is like the father of the prodigal son. Even when the son walks away from him, spends his inheritance, makes a complete and utter hash of his life, he will still welcome him back, he will kill the fatted calf and rejoice because his son has come home. For that is what God is like. He has a deep concern for all his creation. 
But aren’t we, in the Church, at times more like the older brother in the parable of the prodigal son? We don’t want to see the lost brother found. We are too busy thinking about ourselves, what God should be doing for us, that we can’t  lift up our heads and rejoice at what God is doing for others. We are more concerned with God’s relationship with ourselves than God’s desire to save the lost in our world. 
The book of Jonah then is a challenge to us. Not to be like Jonah, but to be more like God. To make sure we are angry at the things that makes God angry. To ensure we are concerned with the things that concern God. To quit thinking so much about ourselves and to focus more on the needs of those outside the church that God has called us to reach.

Apparently there is a mural on the wall of a building in Ruedesheim, Germany. It tells the 

story of Jonah with the familiar scenes. One has a picture of the great fish, another of the ship, another of Jonah looking over the city of Nineveh. However, in the Ruedesheim mural, the city of Nineveh is not Nineveh; instead, it is the skyline of Mainz, the nearest city to Ruedesheim! Underneath the mural these words are written:  "Nineveh is the city nearby that needs to hear the prophetic word."

Nineveh is Terranora, it is the Gold Coast, it is Brisbane. So tell me when you look out on that city what do you see? Do you see a city of crime, of violence. Or do you see a city that needs to know the love of God? Do you see a city to be avoided or a city to be embraced? Do you see the problems and the dangers or do you see the opportunities? God is concerned with this great city and if we are his followers, so should we be concerned? 
This is the critical question in the book of Jonah and it harks back to the critical verse in the book of Jonah and that is the chapter 2:10 "Salvation comes from the Lord". If salvation comes from him and not by good works. If salvation is a gift and not to be earned, then surely that gift needs to be offered to as many people as we can? Surely those of us who have received God's grace for nix, for nothing, would want others to experience what we have experienced. What do you think?

But in conclusion I'm left with another question. How did Jonah respond? Did he stay angry? Or did God's tender dealings with him, did God's compassion find a way into his heart? Did Jonah change or remain unchanged by him seeing God's grace first hand?

The great painter Michelangelo was convinced that Jonah did accept God's mercy. That he was the one who actually wrote the book of Jonah and became a preacher of grace to Israel through his book and through his work as a prophet of God. For on one of the walls in the Sistine Chapel, Michelangelo has a painting called The Prophets and Apostles, where he has tried to capture the faces of all the Old Testament prophets and the New Testament apostles. And out of all the faces Michelangelo painted, none has a more radiant smile than Jonah. For Jonah finally gets it, in the end, he finally understands God's grace.

Is that really what happened? God only knows. But probably a more pressing issue for us is how are we going to respond? Are we going to be keep God's grace to ourselves or are we going to share it with others? What do we think about our city of Nineveh? And how will God paint us - with a radiant smile full of God's grace, or with a selfish, tight fisted attitude thinking only of ourselves? I suppose that is up to us and how we respond to God's word this day and in the days to come.

*****b

According to a tradi-tional Hebrew sto-ry, Abraham was sitting outside his tent one evening when he saw an old man, weary from age and journey, coming to-ward him. Abraham rushed out, greeted him, and then invited him into his tent. There he washed the old man’s feet and gave him food and drink. The old man immediately began eating without saying any prayer or blessing, so Abraham asked him, "Don’t you worship God?"

The old traveler replied, "I worship fire only and reverence no other god."

When he heard this, Abraham became incensed, grabbed the old man by the shoulders, and threw him out of his tent into the cold night air.

When the old man had departed, God called to his friend Abraham and asked where the stranger was. Abraham replied, "I forced him out because he did not worship you."

God answered, "I have suffered him these eighty years although he dishon-ors me. Could you not en-dure him one night?"

It is God who hates sin, destructive evil, and violence, more than we ever could.
And yet, He exercises patience, providing opportunity for those to repent and seek Him.
*******d

A true-life story by General Colin Powell:

In one of my assignments as a young infantry officer, I was sent to the 48th Infantry near Frankfurt, Germany. In those days our prize weapon was a huge 280-mm atomic cannon. Guarded by infantry platoons, these guns were hauled around the forests on trucks to keep the Soviets from guessing their location. One day Captain Tom Miller assigned my platoon to guard a 280. I alerted my men, loaded my .45 caliber pistol and jumped into my jeep. I had not gone far when I realized that my .45 was gone. I was petrified. In the army, losing a weapon is serious business. I had no choice but to radio Captain Miller and tell him. "You what?" he said in disbelief. He paused a few seconds, then added, "All right, continue the mission."

When I returned, uneasily contemplating my fate, Miller called me over.
“I’ve got something for you," he said, handing me the pistol. "Some kids in the village found it where it fell out of your holster."

"Kids found it?" I felt a cold chill.

"Yeah," he said. "Luckily they only got off one round before we heard the shot and took the gun away." The disastrous possibilities left me limp. "For God’s sake, son, don’t let that happen again."

He drove off. I checked the magazine and found it was full. The gun had not been fired. Later I learned that I had dropped it in my tent before I ever got started. Miller had fabricated the scene about the kids to give me a good scare.

Today the army might hold an investigation, call in lawyers and likely enter a bad mark on my record. Miller gave me the chance to learn from my mistake. His example of intelligent leadership was not lost on me. Nobody ever got to the top without slipping up. When someone stumbles, I don’t believe in stomping on him. My philosophy is "Pick ’em up, dust ’em off and get ’em moving again." [632]

*******e

I was fascinated when I read the research a number of years in Dennis Waitley’s, Empires of the Mind. Waitley reported that although there are approximately 450,000 words in the English language, about 80% of our conversations use only about 400 words. The most common words in the English language are. . . "I," "Me," "My," and "Mine." 
2. The book of Jonah teaches us that it’s time to quit thinking so much about ourselves and what we want and to focus more on the needs of those outside the church that God has called us to reach.
********j

God doesn’t work through Jonay but despite Jonah.
******SJT

3. A prophet in a huff

So we have a people willing to repent, we see a God who is willing to give them a second chance and we see a prophet in a huff. For with Jonah, it is was all OK when God gave him a second chance, but its not OK when God gives Nineveh a second chance. It was great when Jonah turned to God in the belly of the whale, but it is a disaster when the Ninevites turn to God with prayer and fasting. It fills Jonah's soul with joy to see his own salvation, it fills him with anger to see his enemies salvation.

Jonah behaves a bit like a spoilt brat. A bit like the kid who when given out in cricket, picks up his bat and his ball and goes home. For Jonah firstly reacts angrily to God. And he explains that that was why he ran away from the call of God in the first place. He ran because God is so gracious and compassionate, he is slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. He is a God who relents from sending calamity.

You see Jonah wants these guys to get it in the neck. He wants them to burn in hell. “They are an awful people Lord. They commit atrocious crimes. They have fought against your people, Father. They don’t deserve your forgiveness.” And so he finds a spot on the hill, for the 40th day to pass hoping to have a grandstand seat of his enemies destruction. He shows more love for a plant that God provides for him, than he does for a city of 120,000 kids or some half a million adults.

In the end we see a miserable man, more concerned with his own reputation, more concerned with his creature comforts, more concerned with the plight of a soulless plant, than with the souls of a half a million people. We see a man who has called a city to repent, but is unable to repent himself. We see a man who wants to keep God's forgiveness all to himself.

But do you know when I first became a Christian, I was a bit like Jonah. I joined a youth group, I gave my life to Jesus, I found a group of friends who loved me and cared for me. And I had no intention of telling others about Jesus. You see I had finally found my niche. Things had finally come together for me and if others came into the group, if others became Christians my world would change, and I didn't want it to change at all. When I was a young Christian I was more concerned with my own wants and needs than in anyone else's salvation.

But I am not the only one who has had that problem. The Jewish people were chosen by God, they were blessed to be a blessing. The only reason they existed was so that they would share God's blessing with the people around them. But they constantly wanted to keep it to themselves. And what about the Pharisees? They abused Jesus didn't they, because he was associating with sinners. Because he came to seek and to save the lost, and they were more interesting in protecting their own turf.

And what about many in the Church? There are many today who want Church done the way they are comfortable with it, so that their needs would be satisfied, not those who are lost. Or then there are some who when they are challenged to share their faith with a neighbour or a family member don’t do so because its hard and they might be rejected. They are more concerned for their own comfort than for someone else's salvation. 

Or there are others who keep looking for the perfect Church for them and their family, with people their own age, with activities they like, rather than looking for a Church that is preaching the gospel and is seeking to reach the lost for Christ. Or worse of all, there are people who say I don’t want to put myself out each Sunday by going to Church. I don’t need to go to worship to be a Christian and so they have their own private faith and have no intention of helping out other Christian in their faith or reaching out to the lost.

For you see, the problem of Jonah, is probably the biggest problem of the people of God today. They are pleased with God and overjoyed with him when they experience His compassion, His grace. But they don’t want to share it with anyone else.

Apparently there is a mural on the wall of a building in Ruedesheim, Germany. It tells the 

story of Jonah with the familiar scenes. One has a picture of the great fish, another of the ship, another of Jonah looking over the city of Nineveh. However, in the Ruedesheim mural, the city of Nineveh is not Nineveh; instead, it is the skyline of Mainz, the nearest city to Ruedesheim! Underneath the mural these words are written:  "Nineveh is the city nearby that needs to hear the prophetic word."

Nineveh is Tweed Heads, it is the Gold Coast, it is Brisbane. So tell me when you look out on that city what do you see? Do you see a city of crime, of violence. Or do you see a city that needs to know the love of God? Do you see a city to be avoided or a city to be embraced? Do you see the problems and the dangers or do you see the opportunities? For how we answer these questions determines whether we have learned the lesson of Jonah or not.

4. A Question left Answered

As I said at the start, the book of Jonah doesn't end with a happily ever after conclusion. It actually ends with God speaking, or more correctly God asking a question. And that question is "Should I not be concerned about that great city?" 

Well should God? Should God only accept the decent people in this world? Should God waste his time with a whole lot of people that have spent their life turning their back on him? Should he?

This is the critical question in the book of Jonah. and it harks back to the critical verse in the book of Jonah and that is the chapter 2:10 "Salvation comes from the Lord". If salvation comes from him and not by good works. If salvation is a gift and not to be earned, then surely that gift needs to be offered to as many people as we can? Surely those of us who have received God's grace for nix, for nothing, would want others to experience what we have experienced. What do you think?

But in conclusion I'm left with another question. How did Jonah respond? Did he stay angry? Or did God's tender dealings with him, did God's compassion find a way into his heart? Did Jonah change or remain unchanged by him seeing God's grace first hand?

The great painter Michelangelo was convinced that Jonah did accept God's mercy. That he was the one who actually wrote the book of Jonah and became a preacher of grace to Israel through his book and through his work as a prophet of God. For on one of the walls in the Sistine Chapel, Michelangelo has a painting called The Prophets and Apostles, where he has tried to capture the faces of all the Old Testament prophets and the New Testament apostles. And out of all the faces Michelangelo painted, none has a more radiant smile than Jonah. For Jonah finally gets it, he finally understands God's grace.

Is that really what happened? God only knows. But probably a more pressing issue for us is how are we going to respond? Are we going to be keep God's grace to ourselves or are we going to share it with others? What do we think about our city of Nineveh? And how will God paint us - with a radiant smile full of God's grace, or with a selfish, tight fisted attitude? I suppose that is up to us and how we respond to God's word this evening.

