TEXT: Jonah 3PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Grace Triumphant


Jonah is one of history's riveting characters.  A prophet of the LORD, he quits his calling for a furlough in Tarshish, only to be stopped by a violent storm, swallowed by a huge fish, vomited up, and sent back to work.  His life is so colorful that he often emerges as the lead role in this Book.  But he is emphatically not.  This writing is not about reluctant preachers, big fist, or withering gourds.  It is about God and His grace to sinners.  


In the Book of Jonah, this grace is offered to an unlikely people, the Assyrians of Nineveh.  A brutal race by nature, its capital gave direction to its evil propensities.  At the time, it stood as the leading power in the region, and a serious threat to the people of God.  Within a few generations, the descendants of the very men to whom Jonah preached, would overrun the prophet's land and scatter his people to the four winds.  Yet, it is to these people--and not another--that God offers His mercy.  Here, as elsewhere, God is sovereign in the dispensing of His favors.  "I will have mercy on whom I will have mercy; and compassion on whom I will have compassion".  


But this proposed grace didn't sit too well with Jonah.  And so, he tried to avert it.  First by saying "no" to God; then by sailing for Spain, and finally, by attempting suicide.  But all to no avail.  The LORD has His counsel.  And it "stands forever".  And so, Jonah is vomited up on dry land, and hears the commission a second time: "Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and preach to it the message that I tell you".    


This time, of course, he accedes to the will of heaven, and packs for Nineveh.  The city is huge, three days journey across, and accommodating more than 120,000 people.  Jonah walks in several miles, finds a central location, and lifts up his voice: "Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!"  


How do you think the people responded?  It is indifference that greets most street preachers today.  Or ridicule.  Or even persecution.  Who is this foreigner to promote a Jewish God in the Assyrian capital?  "Who is the LORD--they might have sneered--"that we should obey His voice?"  Or they might have challenged him: "Where's this judgment coming from?  Egypt is a "broken reed", "Babylon is fallen"--what?  Maybe the puny Israelites will deal us the death blow?" Or they might have just silenced him for undermining public morale.  The Assyrians had their ways of shutting people up--torture and public executions were the rule.  


But no opposition appeared.  On the contrary, the whole city repented! 


How do you explain this?  Was it the tenderness of the Assyrian conscience?  I don't think so, as they were vicious even by the low standards of the day.  Or was it the earnestness with which Jonah preached?  This, too, is unlikely, as he feared their positive response.  Or, had others done the groundwork in Assyrian, long planting the seed of God's word and watering it with intercessory tears?  No.  The Jewish people had not gone there and earnestly hoped for their damnation.  And so, it "is not him who runs, nor him who wills..."


"...But God who shows mercy".  It was God's grace that produced their repentance.  And that alone.  For it is "He who gives repentance and the remission of sins"--and no one else.  An Ethiopian cannot change his skin, a leopard cannot change his spots--and neither can anyone who is long accustomed to doing evil".  And Nineveh's evil ways go back to its founding under Nimrod.  They had never known anything but idolatry and violence.  And so, if they were changed at all, it must have been of God.  And if "of God", then it must have been "by grace"--for that is the only way that a Just God can be amenable to a cursed nation.  


And so it is God who gave them repentance.  


But what is "repentance"?  The word itself has no special religious content.  It means "to change your mind".  A son, when asked by his father to work in the field refuses, but later "repents and goes".  Or even God Himself is said to "repent" in places, including this chapter, v.10.  But the repentance the Ninevites exhibited was highly religious.  It was a spiritual re-orientation; an "about face" concerning the things of God.  


About it, we ought to note three things: its causes, its nature, and its result.  


What caused these Assyrians to repent?  According to our text, three things: faith, fear, and hope.  


First--we find--"the people of Nineveh believed God".  Now, what does this mean?  Does it mean that they accepted the existence of JEHOVAH?  It does not.  For they were polytheists, and so recognized many gods, including that of the Jews.  This was no concession at all.  But rather, it means, they believed God's Word--especially His threat to wipe them out in forty days.  


Repentance, therefore, always starts with faith.  For, if I reject the counsel of heaven, what do I have to repent of?  If there is no God, or if He is indulgent, or if I am "good enough as I am", and so on, why would I feel the need to repent?  And so, repentance includes (at least) the following articles of faith: there is a God; He is just; I am a sinner; I am under His wrath; and I'd better change my ways!  


If this is true, then "programs and gimmicks" are subversive to witnessing.  For the sinner needs to know more than "three things God wants him to know" or "four things God wants him to do".  "The whole counsel of God" is what he needs.  If, that is, we aim for conversion, rather than decision.  


And so, the people began by believing God.  But, happily, they didn't stop there.  They went on to "fear God".  This is evident from everything they did: "proclaimed a fast, put on sackcloth, and cried mightily to the LORD".  It is sometimes thought that "fear"--and I mean terror--has no place in Christianity.  We ought to woo people with the love of Christ or impress them with the way of holiness.  And of course, this is true, as far as it goes.  But it doesn't go far enough.  A dreadful apprehension of the wrath of God has its place, too.  If a man cannot be drawn by the love of heaven, let him be driven by the terrors of hell.  And this we have on good authority.  It was John who cried, "Flee from the wrath to come".  And Paul who knew "the terror of the Lord".  And our Lord Jesus who warned of "the weeping and gnashing of teeth".  


We would live more wisely--and more penitently--if we but pondered the song of Moses: 


"Who knows the power of Your anger?"


This fear is not the end of repentance.  But it is a good place to start.  


But "fear" itself will never move a man to repentance, unless it is mixed with hope.  A bare threat may enrage or it may paralyze, but it cannot produce positive change.  The "stick" does its part.  But the "carrot" is needed, too.  And so the Ninevites managed some hope.  It wasn't as strong as their fear (or as well-founded, either).  But it was there.  "Who can tell if God will turn and relent, and turn away from His fierce anger, so that we may not perish?"  


But where did they find this hope?  Jonah's sermon pronounced doom.  "Forty days and Nineveh shall be overthrown!"  Not "unless she repents!"  Yet, there were certain things about the message--and messenger--that stirred Assyrian hearts.  


1.
If God's decision was final, why would He send a messenger to announce it?  Why not just be done with it?  Fire could rain out of heaven in a moment and the great capital reduced to ashes.  He owed them no advance notice.  Yet He gave it to them anyway.  Why?  Maybe--just maybe--"He will turn from His fierce anger and we perish not".  


2.
But more than this, Jonah's very presence encouraged hope.  He was as guilty as his audience.  Hadn't he wilfully turned from God?  Fled His presence?  And tried to take his own life?  Yet, there he is.  Under the curse of heaven, and yet, still alive.  He had--in a sense--died.  But here he is, alive and well.  God had shown mercy to an undeserving prophet.  And perhaps He would do the same for a hell-bent city.  This, I think, is what the Lord meant when He said, "Jonah was a sign to the Ninevites".


And to this thread of hope the Assyrians held on for dear life.  And were not disappointed.  


This brings me to a practical point: parents should teach their children about sin and the wrath of God.  They should be told, point-blank: "You are a sinner and deserve to go to hell".  If you are afraid that this will scare your child, all I can say is "Good"!  He needs to be afraid.  "Noah, moved with fear, prepared an ark for the saving of his family".  But these judgments should always be tempered with mercy.  


1.
That God "takes no pleasure in the death of the wicked; but that the wicked turn and live".  


2.
That this applies, not to some who repent, but to all: "Whoever calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved".


3.
And that this is true of even the vilest sinners: "This Man receives sinners".  


And so, these are the causes (humanly speaking) of Nineveh's repentance.  But what stood behind it all?  God's grace.  


Now, from here, we would do well to examine the nature of repentance.  What it consists of, in other words.  The Ninevites' repentance showed itself in three ways:


First, in sorrow for sin.  "Sack cloth and ashes" imply a guilty conscience and a remorse for one's evil deeds and attitudes.  And this sorrow is real, and not just professed.  It tore at their hearts more than at their clothes.  


Next comes confession: "Let everyone turn from his evil way and from the violence that is in his hands!" is the royal decree.  This means that sin was admitted to God and to one another, too, where applicable.  


Finally, there is the proof: turning from sin.  "And God saw their works, that they turned from their evil ways".  


This is, in brief, the nature of repentance--in those days--and now.  The three ingredients must be taken together, or not at all.  Sorrow will lead a man to suicide.  Confession is just talk.  And turning is nothing but reform.  But when the three are combined, they produce "a repentance that doesn't need to be repented of".  


But alas!  How often are we satisfied with one of the three, especially in ourselves.  How relieved we feel after confessing our sins--as though that changed anything!  How humbled we seem when "feeling rotten about ourselves".  How proud we are when we break those bad habits!  But these things are useless, unless combined and given to God as a sacrifice.  "A broken and contrite heart--these O God--You will not despise".  


They marked the repentance of Nineveh--and all others that would please the LORD.  


Finally, we have the result.  And a happy one it is: "God relented from the disaster that He had said He would bring upon them, and He did not do it".  


Repentance, in short, spared the city.  


The same is true of us.  Jesus said, "Except you repent, you will all likewise perish".  But this is not just a warning, is it?  It is also a promise: "If you repent, you will not perish".  


But no other terms are offered.  Not "plan B" to fall back on.  Repentance is necessary to your salvation--which is impossible without it.  And so, I can only urge you--repent--now, while the window of opportunity is open.  If the Ninevites had said, "Let's think about it for forty-one days", they would have been overthrown.  But they did not, happily.  They instantly turned from their evil ways and found mercy with God.  


And so will you.  But only if you repent.  May God help you, for Christ's sake.  Amen.    

