Building Blocks of Discipleship -- overview 8

Jonah: The unwilling evangelist
The account of Jonah is among the most popular Biblical stories. However, it is in the parts of the story that are often left untold where we find the real challenge of this book. The background to this story is that (in the 8th century B.C.) God told the prophet Jonah to go and preach against the city of Nineveh, because of its wickedness. For a prophet to be sent to a large city to declare God’s judgement against its people would have been daunting enough. But Nineveh was no ordinary city. It was the capitol of Assyria: the most powerful and brutal empire of its day. Therefore, instead of obeying God’s command, Jonah fled on a ship headed in the opposite direction. 

While Jonah was sailing away from Nineveh, God sent a violent storm to confront him. But while the pagan crew were praying to their idols for salvation Jonah was below deck, sleeping. The ship’s captain woke Jonah and asked him who he was and if he had any explanation for this freak storm. Jonah informed the captain that he served the God who made the earth, sky and sea. Jonah went on to declare that God had sent this storm against him; and if they wanted this storm to cease the crew would have to throw him into the sea. The sailors feared the prophet’s word, but when they saw that they couldn’t resist the power of his god they threw Jonah overboard. As he sank down into the cold murky sea Jonah desperately prayed for God’s mercy, even while the crew of the ship praised the saving power of Jonah’s God, as they floated calmly on a sea of glass. 
From the depths of the sea God heard Jonah’s cry for help and sent a giant fish to save him. After being entombed three days and nights in the fish’s belly, God commanded the fish to spew up Jonah onto dry land. Then God commanded Jonah again to go to Nineveh. This time he obeyed. The prophet went through the great city proclaiming, “Forty more days and Nineveh will be utterly destroyed!” (Jonah 3:4).  But as soon as the words came out of his mouth, the whole city began to repent. The king stepped down from his throne, stripped off his royal robes and covered himself with dusty sackcloth. He then commanded every human and beast in his kingdom to join him in a humble fast for mercy.
Meanwhile Jonah climbed a hill overlooking Nineveh to see what God would do. There he built a shelter where he kept vigil over the city. But as he sat in the heat of the day, Jonah began to burn with anger as he realised that God was going to spare Nineveh.  Then Jonah complained, “O Lord, is this not what I said when I was still at home? This is why I fled to Tarshish. I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending destruction” (Jonah 4:2) As Jonah seethed God mercifully caused a vine to grow over Jonah’s shelter to help shelter and protect him -- just as God had previously sent him the giant fish.  But then God sent a worm to destroy the vine, along with a scorching sun and a blistering wind -- just as God had previously sent the mighty storm. {Sometimes God’s children are slow to learn his lessons} As Jonah began to complain against God about the death of the shady vine, God pointed out to Jonah that he seemed oddly concerned for this humble vine, even though he had neither planted it nor caused it to grow. Therefore God said, “Should I not be concerned about the great city of Nineveh with its many people and animals?” (Jonah 4:10 – 11)
The Scriptures declare that Jesus has given us the sign of Jonah (Matthew 12:38 – 40). For just as Jonah was three days in the belly of the fish, so Jesus was three day in his tomb after dying on the cross so that our sins could be forgiven. Therefore, as servants of our risen Saviour, are we running away from the world-wide mercy mission he has given us? Are we sleeping secure in our own salvation while our world cries out in despair?  Or do we ever find ourselves looking at our sinful world in disgust and declaring, “Soon God will judge you sinners!”? God is waiting to show his grace and love to repentant sinners. Are we prepared to declare this good news to them? God expects mercy from those to whom he has given mercy. 
