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Grace is Wild!
(Text Jonah 1:1-3, 12-16, 2:7-10, 3:4-10)
Introduction:
The World is living through a dramatic event at present. The American nation and her allies have gone to war to depose an evil dictator and his regime of terror. Saddam Hussein is, in anybody's opinion, a monster. He has committed genocide or 'ethnic cleansing' amongst his own people. He has gassed innocent civilian populations and perhaps even used biological weapons against them. He has taken control and maintained control of Iraq through a reign of terror. He had a network of spies throughout the country and anybody about whom there was the slightest suspicion of their loyalty towards him, was arrested and often tortured horribly. People were imprisoned and killed, often they just went missing and their bodies were dumped in mass graves. His control of the country was absolute. No decent education or job was possible except to those who pledged full allegiance to him. He was a warmonger and attacked the surrounding nations and was actively seeking to manufacture nuclear weapons.

America felt that he was a danger to the whole world and set itself the task of meting out judgement on this evil empire. They called Saddam Hussein part of an 'axis of evil' and they see themselves as a righteous army executing God's punishment on such unspeakable evil.

Jonah was living through exactly the same situation. It even took place in the same location. The ruins of Nineveh are to be found under the village of Kuyunjik, outside of the city of Mosul in Northern Iraq. Jonah too was outraged by the violence and terror meted out by an Iraqi leader. The Assyrian empire was renowned for its enjoyment of torture and terror. They would often skin alive their enemies and display the skins on the city walls, or even make clothes out of them. They were one of the most feared and hated people in the known world.

Jonah would have 100% happy with the American action. No doubt Jonah and his fellow Jews had been praying hard that God was going to come and give these Ninevites what they deserved. That they would be made to pay for their barbarity and evil.


Grace is Scandalous:
It is into this context that God speaks to Jonah. God says, "Jonah I've got a message for you about the Ninevites." Jonah must have been delighted! Yes! They're finally going to get what they deserve! Okay God what's the message? "Jonah I want you to go to Nineveh and tell them this. If they will repent, mercy awaits". That is what is implied by the message God gives Jonah, "I have seen their wickedness". Jonah knew enough about God to realise that this condemnation of their sin is also an invitation to repent. Jonah knew God well enough to know that God's judgement is always a mercy. In revealing to us our sin and its inevitable consequences, God also opens up to us the possibility of repentance. The greatest curse we can experience is for God to leave us alone in our sin. Letting us "get away with it" it the worst curse of all. Without an awareness of sin there is no possibility of repentance. Jonah's "problem" with this mission, is that he does not want the Ninevites to experience God's grace. Jonah does not believe that the Ninevites have the 'right' to benefit from God's grace. The Ninevites deserve only judgement. Jonah was quite willing to be a prophet of God's grace to his own people (2 Kings 2:14ff), but he detests the idea that the cruel and wicked Assyrians might also be recipients of that same grace (Jonah 4:1f). To this offensive possibility that the Ninevites might experience God's grace, Jonah screams, "No!"

Jonah doesn't want to stay in Israel where he will constantly hear God's word coming to him and challenging him. At this point in human history Israel is the place in the World where there is revelation and where there is God ordained right worship of the true God. So Jonah decides to do a runner and in this context anyplace will do. He goes down to Joppa and gets on a boat headed for Tarshish. Now Tarshish was probably situated in South Western Spain. Jonah is taking himself as far as he can possibly go away from Nineveh. He is putting the maximum distance possible 3,000 miles between himself and where God wants him to go. That is the level at his outrage at God's grace.


Grace in Joppa:
He gets on a boat at Joppa. Now that is a really nice touch. In 700 years time a Jewish man called Peter will be staying in Joppa Acts 10.. One afternoon he will be having a siesta when God sends him the most disturbing vision. He will see a blanket descend from heaven full of animals that are religiously 'unclean' for Jews. God will speak to him and tell him to 'kill and eat'. He will refuse scandalised, and God will say to him, 'Do not call anything impure that God has made clean'. This will be repeated three times. He will wake up sweating and totally confused and he will hear a knock at the door. Just at that moment God will speak to him telling to go with these men. He goes downstairs and what does he find? They are Gentiles! Even worse they are Gentiles accompanied by a Roman soldier of the occupying army. Even worse, they have been sent by the Centurion to bring the Jew to him! In a flash it hits Peter like a ton of lead; You mean the Gentiles can become Christians too?!!

In Joppa Peter learnt that God's grace extends to Gentiles, even when they are a ruthless occupying army. In Joppa Jonah began a journey that would teach him the same lesson. Grace is wild!


Grace at Sea:
Jonah gets on a boat trying to get out of the arena of grace. What happens - grace breaks out on board ship! God sends a storm and through a whole series of events both the pagan sailors and a pagan sea captain get saved! In the middle of the ocean, on a ship full of polytheistic pagans, grace breaks out. Grace is wild!

Now Jonah didn't want them to get saved. He didn't care about them being saved. He didn't do anything to try to share with them the gospel, or to convince them of the truth of the Jewish revelation of Yahweh. But Jonah just gets into their boat and Gentiles start to get saved! God's anointing is upon Jonah to bring Gentiles to salvation. Whether Jonah likes it or not, God is going to use him to accomplish this! God's grace is just going to break out, wherever Jonah goes. Whatever Jonah does. He can learn to celebrate it, to co-operate in it, to glory in it, to exalt in it. Or, he can refuse it, refute it, reject it, hate it. But either way God's grace is going to break out everywhere he goes. Grace is wild!

Grace Under the Sea:
Jonah finally realises that the storm is down to him and that it is not going to stop. He advises the crew to throw him overboard. He is not willing to repent. He would rather just take God's punishment. He is willing to die. So he gets thrown over the side and starts to drown. This is it he thinks, at least my life is over. God is going to have to find someone else to go to Nineveh! But what happens, he get swallowed by an enormous fish. How lucky is Jonah! But the strange thing is, he is inside this fish, but he doesn't die. Three days in a stinking bath of stomach acid and rotting fish. Finally Jonah can stand it no longer. He prays to God and says 'Okay, I'll go to Nineveh'. And you know what. Grace breaks out! In the belly of a sea monster at the bottom of the sea, grace breaks out. Jonah is saved and vomited up onto the shore. Grace is Wild!


Grace in the City:
So Jonah trudges the 500 miles to Nineveh. That is a long, long way, when every step is taken against your will. Jonah walks into the wicked city full of the most evil and sadistic people and he tells them 40 days and God is going to destroy you! He preaches an 8 word sermon, it is actually only 5 words in Hebrew! And what happens, Grace breaks out! The king, the courtiers, the merchants, the soldiers, the farmers, the peasants, even the animals, even the pigging pigs! They all put on sackcloth and ashes. They fast. They cry out to God 'Save us!' And God does. Grace is wild!


What is the lesson that God wanted to teach Jonah? What is the lesson that God wants to teach us this morning? Just this, 'Grace is Wild!' God's grace;

You can't put limits on it.
You can't put a lid on it.
You can't box it in.
You can't fence it off.
You can't domesticate it.
You can't tame it.
You can't control it.
You can't direct it.
You can't understand it.
You can't predict it.
It bursts out on a pagan boat.
It bursts out in a fish's belly.
It bursts out in a wicked city.
It even finally bursts out in a reluctant prophet.

Grace is wild!

Jonah had a hard time with wild grace. He appreciated God's grace when it came to him. But he had a difficult time celebrating grace when it came to others who he didn't think deserved it. He had to learn that God's grace always comes to people who don't deserve it - that's why it is grace! It comes to people who don't even know about it, who don't even want it! 
God had to do a massive number on Jonah and show him that God's grace is God's business. God doesn't have to answer to us or ask our advice about how he should pour out his grace. Our place is to celebrate it, to welcome it, to glory in it. Every time we see it to jump up and say 'Look, he's done it again! Grace has broken out! Praise the Lord!'

I remember reading about an evangelist called Billy Bray Cyril Davey, The Glory Man, Hodder & Stoughton, London, 1979, p70.. He ministered in Cornwall in the early 1800's. Whenever anyone got saved in one of his meetings he would pick them up and run around the church with them. This wiry ex-tin miner would carry these new converts in triumph around the church. And he would be singing and dancing and praying at the same time! 'Look, he's done it again! Grace has broken out! Praise the Lord!'

Grace. It is our only hope. It is all that stands between us and sin and death and Hell. We need to celebrate it. To glory in it. To wonder at it. To proclaim it.

The hope of grace is all that we have to offer the World. The hope of grace is the only 'product' that the Church has. Why should people come to us? Grace! We exist as a distribution network for grace.

Brothers and sisters, Grace is wild!





The Most Successful Mission in History? (Jonah 3:1-5):

For some people the most amazing thing about the story of Jonah is his being swallowed by a fish (and surviving!). However, for me the most incredible event is that covered by these few verses. We have here the most effective evangelistic activity in the whole of scripture. Just for comparison, let's think about the ministry of Jesus himself. Perhaps the greatest numerical success in the ministry of Jesus was when he preached to a crowd including 5,000 thousand men (thus a total of around 10,000 - 15,000 people). Jesus preaches to them all day, and then miraculously provides food for them in the evening (see Matthew 14, Mark 6, Luke 9, John 6). Even if all present come to faith in Christ, that it still small fry compared with Jonah! Let's look at the first leader of the Christian church, Peter. At Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit is poured out on the apostles and the believers with them, Peter preaches a fairly long sermon and in response to all this what happens? 3,000 people are saved. Compared to Jonah that's just a warm up! In contrast to these two examples, Jonah preaches an eight word sermon (actually only 5 in Hebrew!), no signs or miracles to convince anybody and yet what happens? The whole city of 120,000 people comes to repentance! What we have here is something unique in the biblical record!

There are still other factors which make the success of this evangelistic effort even more incredible;

1	The preacher doesn't want to preach. He is forced to go to Nineveh against his will.
2	The preacher hates and despises his audience. Jonah doesn't believe that wicked Gentiles have any right to experience the grace and mercy of God. You know most preachers dread failure. Jonah dreaded success!
3	The target group are hostile to the Jewish nation, who they have been very successful in dominating and holding in subjection. To this group a Jewish preacher comes, telling them that the Jewish God is angry with them.
4	The target group are violent, sadistic people who delight in cruelty and torture.
5	The target group are not even monotheistic. They are a polytheistic people who practice idolatry.
6	The message Jonah is told to preach doesn't even include the possibility of avoiding the coming judgement. He just declares to them that in forty days the city of Nineveh will be destroyed.

It would be hard to design a scenario for evangelism that was more unlikely to succeed than this!

What was it that so convinced the Ninevites to believe Jonah's message. A message that told them that a God they didn't know about and didn't worship, was for some unspecified reason going to punish them?  Well, I think that there are several factors that had been put in place by God in order to make Jonah's evangelism successful.

A Prepared People:
Recent History - Signs in the Sky:
Jonah came to Nineveh around 760 to 750 BC We know that around this time, during the reign of Asher-Dan III, the Assyrian empire was at a low ebb. Things would turn around after the ascension to the throne of Tiglath Pilezer III in 745 BC, but for the moment things were not good. There had been a total solar eclipse in this region in the year 763 BC. This event, which was for pagans always an augur of catastrophe and disaster, was followed by several years of flooding and famine. Thus Jonah arrives at a city in great difficulty and confusion. 

For us Contemporary Western Christians, problems in society are first and foremost technical problems. In our scientific, post-enlightenment culture, we look to science and technology to provide ways and means of resolving problems. For us, even in the church, the tendency is to take things to God only when all other options have failed. We need to realise that this is a very recent change in human behaviour. For the whole of human history, up until the 17th and 18th centuries, every problem was a religious problem. Thus religion was the whole of life for people.

When the crops failed they turned to God. When illness struck they turned to God. When violence broke out amongst them, or from external sources, they turned to God. Every problem which they experienced was first and foremost a religious problem. 

Now for years the Ninevites had been living through the most awful times. They had therefore been crying out to their gods to help them, but to no avail. They were no doubt starting to ask themselves questions. Does our God hear? Can our God answer? Is our God real? They are thus in a period of intense religious confusion. They are examining their religious preconceptions and asking themselves questions.


Felt Need - The God Who Can Control the Weather:
The Ninevites recent history had made them ask questions about the reality and power of their gods. Jonah comes to them with a story of a God who is powerful in the area where they are seeking help. They are suffering from flooding and famine - Jonah tells them of a God who controls the wind and the waves.

A Prepared Prophet:
Cultural Resonance - The God Who Uses a Fish:
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Jonah's testimony was specifically designed to get the people of Nineveh's attention. They worshipped Ishtar (Ashtoroth), who was often represented by a fish. In fact the name 'Nineveh' is the name of Ishtar. The Hebrew 'Nineweh', comes from the Assyrian 'Ninua', which comes from the Sumerian 'Nina' and Nina was another name for Ishtar. In Assyrain cuneiform script the name of Ishtar, or Nina, is represented by the sign of a fish inside an enclosure;

Cuneiform Script for 'Nineveh'

It is not difficult to imagine their interest when Jonah recounted his story about how 'Yahweh' used a monstrous fish to serve his purposes. This would certainly help them to understand that whatever God this Yahweh is, he must be more powerful than Ishtar or Dagon. 


The Right Messenger - A Scarred Prophet:
Firstly, Jonah himself is designed to attract attention. He probably looks like the living dead - having spent 3 days with his skin being eaten by the stomach acid in the belly of the fish. It is possible that God miraculously saved him from harm, God does that sometimes (see the story about the fiery furnace in Daniel 3), but often God allows events to scar us for life (Jacob wrestling with God in Genesis 32, 2 Corinthians 11:24). Paul could say;

'Finally, let no-one cause me trouble, for I bear on my body the marks of Jesus.' Galatians 6:17 NIV.

God can use our scarred and broken bodies as an authenticating sign for our message.

Secondly, Jonah IS Nineveh. God has prepared Jonah by taking him step by step through exactly the same journey Nineveh will have to take.

Jonah is wilfully disobedient to God.
Nineveh is living in disobedience to God.
Jonah comes under condemnation and chastening.
Nineveh is threatened with destruction by God.
Jonah agrees to be obedient.
Nineveh fasts.
Jonah is saved by grace.
Nineveh is pardoned by grace.


The above four factors made the people of Nineveh receptive to the message God sent with Jonah. Jonah may only have preached an eight word sermon, but when they asked him 'Who are you and why did you come here?', Jonah's testimony sent them side-ways. His story is impressive enough for us, but for the Ninveites, worshipping a fish God, it was dynamite.


Application:
Years before God had even spoken to Jonah, he began preparing the Ninevites to receive his message. God sent a total solar eclipse, then years of flooding and famine. The people who looked to the Gods to regulate the seasons grew increasingly perplexed. The sacrifices and prayers weren't working. Year after year the harvests failed and the economic situation worsened. This in turn led to weakness militarily and a loss of power and influence in the region. The once great Assyrian nation was on its knees and no-one knew what to do. They were a confused and concerned people looking for answers. It into this context that God sends Jonah. A man with a testimony exactly fitted to impress this people.

Jonah could not have imagined the response his message would receive from the Ninevites. He may well have expected to be killed, or at least beaten up. Jonah knew about the Assyrians and their cruelty. He knew about their paganism. He knew about the power of the Assyrian nation in comparison to the nation of Israel. But what he didn't know was that God had been preparing the ground. He was going to preach perhaps the most successful sermon in the Bible - eight words that would turn around a city.

Whatever difficult situation we find ourselves in, it is always good to remember there may be facts that we do not know. It is always possible that God has been working in a way that we aren't aware of. God seems to enjoy surprising people. Sarah was surprised to learn that she was going to have a child in her old age - so surprised that she laughed out loud! Zechariah, a humble country priest was surprised that the lot fell to him to go place incense on the altar in the temple. He was even more surprised to meet an angel there and to hear that he was going to be a father in his old age and that his son would be the one to prepare the people to receive the coming Messiah! He was so surprised that he was speechless - literally! Our God is a God of surprises!

What are the facts about your situation and my situation that we don't yet know? What is God doing through me that I am not aware of? I will always remember a church weekend that my wife and I participated in. We had been tasked with taking the children whilst the main sessions were on. To be honest, as is often the case in children's work, I felt sidelined. I felt like I was missing out and I quite resented not being part of all that was going on. Plus we had a small baby at the time and looking after the baby, and running a children's holiday club was quite tough. 

We had decided to use material called 'The J Club'. There was a catchphrase, sadly, not a very good one and whenever the words 'The J Club' were spoken the children had to shout 'I wish I could be in it!' To make things even more challenging, we had to meet in a room shared with the kitchen. So the cook for the camp would be crashing around and making noise whilst we were trying to do quiet activities etc. It was hard work. We didn't enjoy it very much but we tried to do our best.

However, several weeks after the event, during the Sunday evening service, the pastor announced that someone was going to give their testimony. A man that I recognised as the cook from the camp, stood up in front of the congregation and announced that he had become a Christian.  He said that during the camp he hadn't been to any of the meetings, as he was always preparing the meals. He had however seen and heard everything that went on in the children's club. He said that he had seen my wife and I show such love towards the children that it had changed his heart. He had listened to the talks we had given and subsequently decided to give his life to Christ. He then looked at Sharon and I, who were sitting open-mouthed by this time! He said I have only one thing to say, 'The J Club, I wish I could be in it!'

Incidents like that make me laugh and cry and fill me with hope! Who knows what God is doing in any of the circumstances of our lives? Who knows what fruit God will cause to grow from the often poorly sown seed that we haphazardly cast around? The power is all in the seed - not in the sower.



Lessons for Evangelism:
Prayer is the key to everything. If the story of Jonah teaches us anything, it teaches us that salvation is all of God. It is God who works to bring men and women into a relationship with him. That he involves us at all is a tremendous honour and a grace. He uses us, sometimes against our will, sometimes without even our knowledge. We certainly never grasp a fraction of what is going on spiritually around us.
Prayer has been described as an act of rebellion against the way things are. In our prayer we need to rebel at how we are, and how the world is. That both of us may be transformed in order that the Kingdom of God might be advanced. As Jesus said;

'From the days of John the Baptist until now, the kingdom of heaven has been forcefully advancing, and forceful men lay hold of it.' 	(Matthew 11:12 NIV.)

We often only focus in prayer on those we want to reach with the gospel. Jonah's story shows us that that is a correct thing to do. We need to pray that God will work in their recent history, create felt need, raise up things in their culture that will resonate with the gospel message - signs, hard-times, religious confusion. That is all good stuff, but it is only half of the job. We also need to be prepared. We need to become transformed people who will be exactly suited to share God's message with them. This may well involve going through events that will scar us for life.

One thing to bear in mind is that God may answer our prayers by preparing someone else. It might be someone else who goes and shares the gospel and sees them come to faith. Someone who may be totally unaware of our passionate intercession. An evangelist who just swans is, shares Jesus and sees them come to faith. We have to be okay with this. We have to have God's glory as the goal, not ours. Mission exists because worship doesn't. We simply do what we are told by God to do. We do not get to choose our assignments. We do not get to design the program.

Salvation is ALL of God, ALL of grace. If people get saved it is because of grace. If God uses us somehow in the process it is grace. It is an act of grace if he prepares their hearts to receive the gospel. It is grace if he prepares us to be appropriate gospel messengers for them. It is ALL grace.



