TEXT: Jonah 1:1-2PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Exposition of Jonah #1: Grace Proposed


I hope this morning to begin a short study on the Book of Jonah.  This "son of Amittai" is one of the Bible's best known and most colorful characters.  Maybe too colorful.  For in reading his story, we tend to think about Jonah himself; the mess he got himself into, and finally out of; the bad attitudes he displayed and the humbling he received in the "belly of the fish".  


But it is not about Jonah at all.  The featured character in this drama is God!  And the lesson it teaches us is about His grace.  The Book should be divided into four, unequal parts, corresponding to its theme:


1.
The grace of God proposed, 1:1-2

2.
The grace of God resisted, 1:3-2:10

3.
The grace of God triumphant, 3:1-10

4.
The grace of God explained, 4:1-11

To the best of my knowledge, this outline is original with me.  Hence, it is do doubt lacking in places.  But still, I think it puts the great book in perspective, and shows it for what it is: the story of God and His abounding grace--and not Jonah and his well-chronicled faults.  


And so, with these words of introduction, let's go to work.  


The Book opens with a surprise: God wants to be gracious to Nineveh.  At first glance, it may seem otherwise.  For all He offers is the word of judgment: "Forty days and Nineveh will be no overthrown".  But Jonah knows what lies behind this message of doom: God's grace.  "Ah, LORD God, was this not what I said when I was still in my country?  Therefore, I fled previously to Tarshish; for I know that you are a gracious and merciful God, slow to anger and abounding in lovingkindness, One who relents from doing harm!"  Subsequent events would show the prophet correct.  God wants to be gracious to Nineveh.  And gracious He will be.


A more unlikely candidate for His grace would be hard to find.  Nineveh is, of course, capital to the Assyrian Empire.  And a byword for wickedness.  Christ compared its depravity to that of Sodom and Gomorrah.  Its history was shameful: founded by Nimrod, it took on the character of its Evil Architect.  When weak, it would prowl for weaker nations on which to gorge itself.  And when strong, it would bring the whole world under its iron yoke.  A greedy Pul, a back-stabbing Tiglath, and a boastful Sennacherib are only too typical of Nineveh's royal families.  


But if its history is bad, its destiny is worse.  In a little more than a century, this city would command the assault on Israel, crush its army, and scatter its people to the four winds.


Assyria, therefore, is the arch-enemy of everything good and kind; the sworn foe of God and His people.  


Yet the prophetic word proves true: "I will have mercy on whom I will have mercy; and I will have compassion on whom I will have compassion".  


Yes, God is kind to sinners, and of the worst variety.  Sinful kings who oppress their subjects; evil soldiers who smash infant skulls for amusement; men and women who have long bowed to idols and worshipped demons.  "Where sin abounds, grace does much more abound".  And nowhere is this more obvious than in God's directive: "Arise, Jonah, go to Nineveh, that great city..."


To this notion we all pay lip service: "This is a faithful saying and worthy of all acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am chief".  But do we believe it?  Or--deep down--are we more like Jonah?  We want God to show His mercy to sinners--but only "our kind" of sinners.  Jonah wanted grace for himself, for his family, and for other "nice" Jews.  But for the Ninevites?  God forbid!   They ought to get what's coming to them.  "Lord, shall we command fire to come out of heaven to consume them?"  


Are we any better than Jonah?  We want our parents or children to be saved.  But how about those furious women carrying signs: "Keep Abortion Legal"?  Or, what about the swishing and lisping homosexual?  Or, how about those people, clad in leather and tearing down the street on their Harleys?  Do we want these people saved?  


God does.  And He proves it by proposing mercy to Nineveh.  But not to the Assyrian capital only, but to every kind of sinner.  "I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that the wicked turn and live".   


About this proposal of grace, you ought to observe its source.  The Ninevites are not seeking God or His mercy.  Just the opposite is true; they are continuing in their sins and growing worse by the hour.  Nor is there any concern on Jonah's part.  He does everything he can to foil the purpose of heaven.  No; it is God who takes the initiative.  It is He who calls the prophet and drags him to the sleeping city.  And it is He who "gives utterance" to the reluctant preacher; and He who gives repentance to the hardened capital.  In short, the conversion of Nineveh is "Of Him and through Him, and to Him: to whom be glory forever.  Amen."  


Finally, you would do well to note the means that God uses to show His mercy.  He might have used none at all.  Or, he might have called a heavenly messenger.  But He chose otherwise.  He selected a man to do His bidding--and a flawed one at that; a man who didn't want to go in the first place, who preached without relish; and finally despised his own success.  


Yet Jonah was perfectly suited for the task.  By using this unhappy preacher, God secured all the glory for Himself.  It was not the Ninevite's goodness (they had none) or Jonah's zeal (he had less), but God's grace--and that alone--which brought Nineveh to salvation.  


And so, from these opening verses, we ought to learn some mighty important lessons:


1.
God has a plan to redeem the world.  There is more than a little mystery about this plan, but this much we can affirm with confidence:



a.
The redeemed will be a colossal number.  Not one here, two there, a half-dozen somewhere else.  "But a multitude which no man can number".  From his sublime vantage point, John saw "ten thousand times ten thousand and thousands of thousands".  Only God can count high enough to number the Redeemed.   They are like the grains of wheat in a giant harvest.  They are like "the stars of heaven" or "the sand of the sea shore"; like an ocean, broken down drop-by-drop.  No man can calculate their fulness.  Jonah was wrong-headed here.  He thought Israel's population would be plenty.  But God wanted more: "more than one hundred and twenty thousand persons who don't know their right hand from their left" would be a good place to start.  



b.
The redeemed will be sinners of the worst kind.  The Apostles were thunderstruck that the Holy Spirit would fall on the Samaritans.  And even more so, when He baptized the Italian army.  And what must the effect have been when the report came: "He who once persecuted us now preaches the faith which he once tried to destroy".  


2.
God uses means to carry out His plan.  Jonah was the instrument of Ninevah's conversion.  And you may be used to convert others, too.  Maybe a husband or wife.  Maybe a child or parent.  Maybe a neighbor or co-worker.  Who knows?  Maybe a foreign city.  Thus, in acknowledging the sovereignty of God in salvation, we can't forget our responsibility to evangelize.  "God gives the increase...but only when "one plants and another water".  Are you doing both?  Or either?  Or anything at all?  God forgive us modern-day Jonahs.  


3.
God's plan will succeed, whether we do our parts or not.  But, if we don't--it is not God or the Ninevites who suffer--but only the Jonahs.  It was Jonah who spent three days and three night in the belly of the fish; it was Jonah who was scorched by the sun; it was Jonah who was scolded by the LORD.  Hard to believe, isn't it?  In this tale of the Hebrew prophet and the Assyrian sinners, it is the latter who prosper, while the former is left to stew in his own juices!       


And so, in these dark and depressing days, I urge you to anticipate the salvation of sinners--and do your part to "bring them in".  May God grant the grace, for Christ's sake.  Amen.  

