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· On Wednesday nights we have been viewing a program that explores the Old Testament
· There is a well-known biblical scholar, Bruce Metzger, who says that scripture can be likened to a pool. 
· At one end, the shallowness is such that anyone can get in the water. 
· At the other end, the water is so deep that an elephant can take a swim. 
· His point is that in scripture a reader can get something out of it whether he is just going over it superficially or whether one is going very deeply into it. 
· The tale of Jonah seems to fit that description perfectly because it is one of the most beloved stories of children, and it is also very instructive at later points in life. 
· Point 1: The outlines of the story.
· You may recall that Jonah is a reluctant prophet. 
· He is called by God to go to Ninevah, which is the capital city of Assyria. 
· This would have been an unattractive proposal because Ninevah was the city that put the people of Northern Israel into subjection. 
· They invaded Northern Israel and took its people into captivity. 
· It was also associated with all kinds of injustice and cruel treatment. 
· So to be called there was not a call any reasonable person would find attractive. 
· Jonah is no exception. 
· The only attractive part of the call is that Jonah believes  that the city will fall just because it is so wicked. God will not allow this kind of persecution to go on without judgment. 
· This actually creates a certain dilemma for Jonah: Perhaps he should not go and prophesize because if he does the people may repent, and the city might survive. 
· So Jonah is in a kind of catch-22. 
· What Jonah does after hearing the call is to go to Joppa and board a ship that is going in the opposite direction. 
· He heads for Tarshish which is hard to pinpoint but may have been on the coast of Spain. 
· In other words, he can’t get far enough away from what God has asked him to do. 
· As many of you know, after the ship sets sail, a violent storm begins, and all of the sailors begin to pray to their many gods in order to be delivered from the storm. 
· One idea presents itself to one sailor that it is actually the doing of someone on board that has given rise to the storm. 
· Lots are cast, and Jonah is picked out as the troublemaker. 
· He admits that it is his presence which has given rise to the storm, and he is summarily thrown overboard. 
· A “great fish” or whale appointed by God ingests Jonah, and despite this precarious position, it is the whale that saves Jonah from drowning. 
· After three days of soul searching in the whale’s belly, God issues a command that the great fish spew Jonah onto dry land where he can regroup. 
· Jonah is again then summoned to “Go to Ninevah”. 
· So Jonah goes to Ninevah.
· Ninevah is descrbed as a great city, an exceedingly great city, even a city great to God. 
· It takes three days simply to cross from one end to the other. 
· After walking into the city for one day, Jonah utters his prophecy. 
· When we think of prophets we might think of the beautiful and stirring words of Isaiah, or the creativity of Jeremiah, but Jonah’s message is quite simple. 
· It couldn’t, in fact, be any shorter: “Forty days more, and Ninevah shall be overthrown.” 
· The word “overthrown” is the same word used to describe what happened to Sodom and Gomorrah. 
· This is what Jonah expected to happen, a cataclysmic destruction of the city that he hated so much. 
· He then exits to outside the city and awaits his destruction. 
· But, God has other plans. 
· Because much to his surprise, everyone in the city repents, all the way up to the king. 
· They put on sackcloth and fasted. 
· Sack cloth is something like burlap. It is the kind of thing you wear when you want to symbolize mourning, distress, penitence and protest.
· We have the expression “in sackcloth and ashes” which mean s in a spirit of sorrow, repentance, or humiity. 
· The upshot of all this is that the city is saved, and Jonah is most disappointed to the point of sulking. 
· He is in a bad mood sitting on the hot ground, and God causes a plant to grow up to give him welcomed shade. 
· Yet, almost just as quickly, God sends a worm to eat away at the plant so it withers and dies.  
· The point of the story is revealed in what God says to Jonah: “You pity the plant, for which you did not labor, nor did you make it grow, which came into being in a night, and perished. And should not I pity Ninevah, that great city, in which there are are more than a hundred and twenty thousand persons who do not know their right hand from their left, and also much cattle?” 
· The point is the God cares about Ninevah.
· Point 2: God in the story of Jonah
· This raises interesting questions about God. 
· Jonah is like many people who believed that when they saw an injustice that God should immediately correct it. 
· But the story of Jonah says something else: God has mercy on people, even on people who do not believe in him, and who are even unjust. 
· There is one important point that we can take away from Jonah about God. 
· God never finally tells him exactly what he is up to. 
· He doesn’t say in the beginning why Jonah should go to Ninevah
· He doesn’t say why he lets Jonah board the ship, or send the storm, or save him with the whale, or send him back to Ninevah. 
· He does not even say why he is sparing Ninevah ultimately, because it has done many wicked things to Jonah’s people. 
· In the book of Jonah, God is never the distant being who wound up the universe and then watched it tick away like a watch. 
· God is involved in the everyday events of Jonah, and meets him many times face-to-face. 
· He is there in the beginning to send Jonah to undeserving Ninevah. 
· He is also there to end the book with a sermon to Jonah about the whole point of the adventure. 
· We need to remember the circumstances under which this book came to be. 
· The Jewish people were looking for relief from the control of outside force. 
· It was clear to them that Ninevah was evil, and that it should be destroyed. 
· [bookmark: _GoBack]This would provide a way for them to become free and rule themselves. 
· Yet the message of Jonah is that as evil as it may seem, God cares for Ninevah, and will even save it if the people of the city genuinely repent of their wrongdoing. 
· There is one point in the Gospel of Matthew that Jesus says: “He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.’
· There are certain blessings that defy the common sense understanding of justice. 
· There is a kind of general blessing for all people, and then within that there is a blessing  for Christian.
· One writer puts the point of Jonah this way: “As in Job, the relevant lesson is about the inability for mortals to understand, let alone judge, their God.” (Jack M. Sasson)
· Point 3: Different views of Jonah
· What are we to make of this story? 
· Is it that good things can happen to bad people, and bad things can happen to good people? Or is that God’s will is hard to discern always, and that finally God is mysterious. 
· Are we to look at our lives and see that there has been a silver lining to different cloudy situations, or just the opposite, that to every silver lining there is a touch of grey?
· Or are we a little like Jonah, and when we act in one way, we get a different outcome than we expected. 
· This is surely one way of looking at Jonah’s situation. 
· Jonah thought that what he was doing was forecasting the destruction of Ninevah. 
· But God had other plans. 
· As Jonah watches Ninevah being saved, he begins to sulk. 
· He believes that the proper etiquette between him and God has been broached. 
· God has not treated him well by saving Ninevah. 
· So do we see that God is using Jonah as an instrument to bring about salvation for a great city?
· But this is exactly how Jonah does not want to be used. 
· Who is finally in control? And how does this shed light on our relationship with God? 
· In the closing of the story, we see that God makes yet another point. 
· Jonah is happy that the plant has grown up overnight to cover him from the sun in the desert. 
· He is much dejected when the plant is eaten away at by a worm, and fades. 
· God asks: “Are you utterly dejected?” 
· Instead of focusing on God’s mercy toward the city, this time the story points to God’s ability to create, and about how we should not be self-centered, expecting everything to work for us as we wish. 
· God is far too mysterious for that. 
· Jonah’s problem is pride: he thinks he has it all worked out, and yet, like Job, he submits the Lordship of God in the end without God ever fully explaining himself. 
· There is another way of looking at Jonah. 
· From this angle, the striking thing is how greatly Jonah succeeded. 
· After his wrong-way journey to Tarshish, he goes to Ninevah utters one line and the entire city repents, all the way up to the king. 
· This is a story with a happy ending. 
· It is really a comedy where we get to see how God playfully interacts with a human being, and how a great success is achieved. 
· The scholar Jack Sassoon says this about Jonah: We see many different sides of Jonah: “he protests his mission with his feet only to surrender totally when caught; he fulfills God’s order with alacrity, but then reproaches God when feeling slighted;  he rejoices when feeling justified, but “ says that he would rather not live just a little while on. 
· There is a certain tension between God and Jonah, and this is perhaps what makes the story so interesting. 
· On the one hand, God will not give into Jonah’s desire to know God’s will, and yet Jonah will not exactly give into letting God dictate how his life will turn out. 
· Perhaps we need to look to the New Testament for a resolution to this problem. 
· For we have a classic battle of the wills in Jonah. 
· We can see that Jesus Christ is the being that helps resolve this tension. 
· It is hard to live with a totaly mysterious God. 
· When God’s purposes are so transcendent that we can not really know them, it is a situation where we might be like Jonah and try and live sometimes in defiance of heaven. 
· But through the life, ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ we see what the will of God is for human beings. 
· Jesus summed up the whole law in this way: “Love your God with your whole heart, mind, and soul, and love your neighbor as yourself.” 
· But more than giving moral instruction, Jesus, in his person, reconciled us to God. 
· This inability to put our full trust in God has been allayed by the ministry of Jesus Christ. 
· Through his death and resurrection, we see that God came into the world in fact to die for us, so that we might be reconciled to him. 
· In our Christian past, and through the power of the Spirit up to the present day, we have an awareness that God has set us a new course, and has restored communion with us. 
· Surely, we can fall away from this communion, and that is why we need to confess our sin. 
· But more importantly is that through Jesus Christ God has established a new covenant with us, where we are reconciled to God, in communion with him, and sent out to be ambassadors of peace. 
· So the story of Jonah, which again has application to children as well as mature Christians, finds its resolution in Jesus Christ, the cornerstone of our faith, and the foundation of our trust in God, and God’s mercy to work miracles like the one he did in Ninevah. Amen.
