TEXT: Jonah 1:1-3PRIVATE 


Every night I get in bed with my son and tell him Bible stories--sometimes of his choosing, sometimes of mine.  When I ask for his preference, I always get the same response: "Talk about Jonah".  And so we do.  Over the last month or two, I've probably told the story of Jonah a hundred times or more.  


And when I do, I'm always struck by this third verse, and especially the light in throws on the workings of the human heart.


Jonah was commanded to "Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and cry out against it".  "Forty days--was the message--"and God will overthrow you".  


But the prophet didn't much want to do that, did he?  No, as a patriotic Jew, he hated the Ninevites, and eagerly awaited their destruction.  He was, therefore, reluctant to preach, for fear that they might listen to him, repent, and find mercy with God.  


And so, when it came to this appointed task, Jonah would disobey God.


But have you ever noticed how he did it?  God said "Arise, go to Nineveh, and cry out against it".  The prophet might have just refused, "I won't go!".   But he didn't.  And do you know why?  It's because he had a conscience, and didn't feel too comfortable saying "no" to God.  


Thus, he did something else.  He got off his mind.  He started planning a cruise.  "Why, a busy preacher needs a vacation from time to time, doesn't he?"  But where should he go?  Why not Tarshish, on the coast of faraway Spain?  Think of how culturally enriching this trip might be.  A strange people to meet, a foreign language to learn, new customs to observe.  


All this excitement, of course, would distract him from that pesky command.  Way off on the Spanish Riviera, that unpleasant duty would be the farthest thing from his mind.  That guilt would just melt away under the warm rays of a Mediterranean sun.  


Thus Jonah would relieve his conscience by distracting himself.  


But the Hebrew prophet, I suppose, was not the only beliver to ever do that, was he?   I suspect that you do it too from time to time.  Maybe your escapes aren't as exotic as Jonah's.  But they're still attempts to relieve a bad conscience or get out of an unpleasant duty by simply "getting your mind off of it".  


This "escape from conscience" may take any number of forms.  Many--like Jonah's--are perfectly lawful.  God's Spirit is urging you to some duty.  But you find it bitterly distaseful.  Yet, you don't want to just say "no" to God.  Yet the Divine pressure builds.  So, what do you do?  Easy.  You get your mind off of it.  You go work in the shop.  You read the newspaper.  You play with the kids.  You talk to your wife.  You turn on the t.v.  You go for a bike ride.  


These things, in and of themselves, are perfectly lawful.  But when used as an escape from conscience, they become as sinful as Jonah's Mediterranean cruise!  


From the prophet's life, we can learn some useful lessons: 


We learn, in the first place, that forgotten duties are still duties.  The commandment of v.2 was not rescinded by the actions of v.3.  


We learn that fleeing a bad conscience only makes it worse.  Jonah was feeling pretty rotten after he heard, "Arise, go to Nineveh".  But I suspect he was feeling considerably worse the next time he heard it!  3:1: "Now the word of the LORD came to Jonah the second time, saying..."  This was preceded, of course, by three days and three nights in the belly of the fish.  


We learn that fleeing a bad conscience often has a hurtful effect on others.  The sailors lost their cargo--and nearly their lives--on account of Jonah's ill-fated cruise.  


We learn that fleeing a bad conscience now will have a long-term and negative effect on your spiritual life.  After getting out of the fish's gut, Jonah, you'd think, would be a new man.  But he wasn't.  He was just as reluctant to preach to Nineveh then as he had been before.  His obedience, therefore, was not voluntary, but forced; not happy, but bitter.  The obedience which might have been a great blessing became a heavy burden instead.  


Thus Jonah, by choosing to get his mind off his duty instead of simply doing it, forsook his own mercy.  


And so do you.  It is of the highest importance, therefore, that you avoid doing what Jonah did so long ago, lest your end be like his--or worse.  


You ought to strive, therefore, after a prompt obedience to God. In obeying God's command, there is no time like the present.  "Behold, now is the accepted time.  Now is the day of salvation".  We ought to be like David, anxious to serve God.  "When you said, `Seek my face', my heart said, `Thy face, O God, will I seek'".  "I will run the way of thy commandments, for thou shalt enlarge my heart".  For God would have us serve Him "not grudgingly or of necessity, for He "loves a cheerful giver".  But alas!  How often are we like Jonah?  We may obey God, all right, but only as "a last resort".  Indeed, we're often worse than the old prophet, and more like Felix, looking for that "convenient season"---which, of course, never comes.  


You ought to beware of trifling with your conscience.  That is always disastrous!  It cost Jonah three days and three nights in the belly of a fish.  But from others, it has exacted a far higher price.  Whenever you harden your heart, you run the risk of God confirming you in that deadly state!   II Thessalonians 2:11-12.  This is no idle threat.  God has done it historically.  To the unnamed Gentiles (Romans 1); and to a rather well-known name: Pharaoh.  Be not deceived!  "He catches the wise in their own craftiness".     


You ought to discover those things you are tempted to do to get your mind off of God.  Others may think them lawful--even good.  But if they are being used to relieve a bad conscience, then they are your worst enemies.  They will drag you into hell.  Therefore, watch against them.


Beg God for a tender conscience.  This request you can make with faith.  For you know God wants you to have one.  And so you can pray in expectation.  "This is the confidence that we have in Him if we ask anything according to His will, He heareth us and we know that we have the petitions that we desire of Him". 


Repent of those clever ways in which you have fled conscience.  And resolve to never use them again.  For, "He who covers his sin shall not prosper, but whoever confesses and forsakes them shall have mercy".   

