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Jonah lived over two thousand seven hundred years ago, around 760 BC. Jonah has a message for us regarding missions.
Jonah Flees the Presence of the Lord

1 Now the word of the Lord came to Jonah the son of Amittai, saying, 2 “Arise, go to Nineveh, that great 
city, and call out against it, for their evil has come up before me.” 3 But Jonah rose to flee to Tarshish from the 
presence of the Lord. He went down to Joppa and found a ship going to Tarshish. So he paid the fare and 
went down into it, to go with them to Tarshish, away from the presence of the Lord.

4 But the Lord hurled a great wind upon the sea, and there was a mighty tempest on the sea, so that the ship 
threatened to break up. 5 Then the mariners were afraid, and each cried out to his god. And they hurled the 
cargo that was in the ship into the sea to lighten it for them. But Jonah had gone down into the inner part of 
the ship and had lain down and was fast asleep. 6 So the captain came and said to him, “What do you mean, 
you sleeper? Arise, call out to your god! Perhaps the god will give a thought to us, that we may not perish.”
Jonah Is Thrown into the Sea

7 And they said to one another, “Come, let us cast lots, that we may know on whose account this evil has 
come upon us.” So they cast lots, and the lot fell on Jonah. 

“My name is Jonah. Hello. Thank you for inviting me to come and  speak at your mission’s conference. I am humbled by this invitation because, unlike the other missionaries you have invited to come and be with you this week, I am really not qualified. I was not at all excited to be a missionary when God called me. In fact, I was extremely reluctant and, indeed, disobedient.
“God called me to go to the Ninevites, way over out east in Assyria. I said, ‘No way, God. No way. No how.’ I hold the distinction of being the only Old Testament prophet to refuse to follow God’s command. Can you believe that? I say that to my shame. So, you see why I do not feel qualified to stand along side these other precious missionaries who have given themselves wholly over to the work of the Lord and the work of the Gospel. But, I hope my story helps you to avoid the cold, selfish heart I once had. I pray God’s working in my life will encourage you to listen to God’s clear call upon your life and you will obey Him, not tomorrow, but today. 

“I wasted too many years of my life in self-centeredness and pride and I was miserable. I was spiritually sick with resentment and anger and hatred. I did not have any compassion and concern for the lost, those outside of my own country. I was very content and happy to be God’s prophet, as long as He kept me home. I thought that was enough, but it is not. It never is.

“I thought God would be happy for me to focus upon my own people and my own community and my own family and my own friends. For years that is exactly what I did with people with whom I had a natural connection. But, then God called me to something new. I now realize how blind I was to God’s true heart. 
“I learned God loves people who are distant from me, people who are sinful and even wicked. He calls us to love them, too. I learned if I run away from God’s heart toward lost people living in other nations, I am running away from joy itself and, indeed, life. 

“Your pastors joked with me at the main message of my book. I have written a book for you, if you are not able to be here, but they joked the main message of my book is: You cannot keep a good man down. I disagree. The main message of my story is: God loves sinful people and He sends us to tell them His message of grace and mercy.

“The big question for us, as we think about my story, is this: Am I willing to obey God and do whatever He calls me to do? Am I willing to go wherever God sends me? 

“At one time, I was not. How foolish I was. I was willing to receive God’s mercy, but I was unwilling to be a vessel of mercy. I ran from God’s call. I thought I could find happiness in running from God’s purpose and plan for me. What a fool I was, yet God has been so patient with  me. Though I was faithless, He was faithful still and I praise God for graciously healing my heart from its failure to show mercy and to show love to those whom God loves. My heart now breaks with tears of compassion for those whom once I was called to. 

“My prayer is God will use my testimony to open wide your heart. The Lord patiently taught me five lessons and I want to tell my story to these five lessons. The first lesson God taught me is: God sovereignly sets His love upon sinful people. I did not realize that to the depth I do now.

“Early in my life God called me to be his voice in Galilee. I was born and raised in a little town called Gath-hepher. It is north in Galilee and it is very close to Nazareth, the town in which the Messiah was raised. It is precious to be from Gath-hepher. You can read about my calling as a prophet in 2 Kings 14. 
“God called me to be a prophet in the region of Galilee. I enjoyed being a prophet for the ten northern Tribes. I had so much affinity to them. Sometimes the message God had me bring was a hard one, but, yet, they were my people. I was  faithful. I was bold. I did as God commanded, but God  had something more for me. Do you ever wonder if God has something more for you?

“I will never forget the morning God came and spoke to me about Nineveh. He spoke to me so clearly. He said, ‘Jonah, arise and go to Nineveh. Call out against it for their evil has come up before me.’ The Lord actually shocked me that day. Of course, I knew all about the Abrahamic Covenant from Genesis 12. Surely you have read it,


1 Now the Lord said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your father's house to the land 
that I will show you. 2 And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name 
great…

“Your pastor has just returned home from Israel, the land of my people. It is a living testimony to God’s plan for us Hebrews, but then God would tell Abraham,


3 “…in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.” 
“The blessing of God was not just to rest upon us, the Hebrew Nation, but through us we would be a channel from which all the nations of the earth would be blessed, to know God, and to enter into a relationship with Him. I knew then God’s general plan for us Hebrews was to be blessing of grace to all the nations. We were called to receive the blessing of God’s grace and to be a channel of it to others. I knew that intellectually. I understood that and accepted it, but I never internalized it. It never became a truth which warmed my heart.
“No Old Testament prophet had ever been asked to leave his own country and go to another nation, not voluntarily, ‘Jonah, arise and go to Nineveh.’ Why me and why now? Why Nineveh? 

“At first, my reaction was one of profound joy. I was glad God would judge the Ninevites. They were a wicked people. They were a thorn in my people’s side. If I began to tell you how cruel they were, many of you might get up and leave because of the nature of their brutality upon other people. They were cruel and course, brutal and boorish.

“Initially I thought, ‘Yes, I will go to Nineveh. I will tell them God is about to judge them,’ but then I began to ponder, ‘Why would God as me, His prophet, to travel over 600 miles east, on foot, to Nineveh to give them this message? Why did not God just judge the Ninevites without sending a messenger?’ God would have been just to do that! As I thought about that I began to think of God’s revelation to us, His people, on Mount Sinai. Do you remember when He talked to Moses and gave him the Law and as the Lord Himself passed before Moses, He said,


Exodus 34:6 “The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love 
and faithfulness, 7 keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin…”
“As I meditated upon God’s forgiveness and mercy, my stomach began to turn in knots. I realized God was sending me to the Ninevites because He loved them. I realized if I went to tell the Ninevites of God’s coming judgment, they might humble themselves before God, and if they humbled themselves they might repent of their sins, and if they repented of their sins before the Lord, the Lord’s character would respond in mercy. 
“Then I reasoned to myself, ‘No, the Ninevites do not deserve God’s mercy and His grace.’ At that time I did not consider at all I did not deserve God’s mercy. I had forgotten that by then. I now realize I am that great debtor Jesus the Messiah spoke of, later in one of His parables, who was willing to be forgiven so great an infinite debt from the Master, but then who was unwilling to go and forgive his fellow servant even a small debt.
 This was a great scandal in my heart, but I am concerned as I talk with you it is also a scandal of God’s church in this day.

“It is a scandal we enjoy receiving God’s mercy and blessing, but we are not excited to be the channel through which God would extend His mercy and His grace. We are not willing to make the commitment for that work, so we resist being God’s instruments, sometimes through neglect and other times through outright rebellion. But, this is to be sure, if you have new life in the Messiah, please understand that new life is given to you to be shared.

“The principle we learn from the Gospel of Jesus is: With great mercy comes great responsibility. My heart was bound up with bitterness and resentment. How about you? What is the condition of your heart when you think about the lost around you? If our hearts do not break when we think of the lost then we are not in alignment with God’s Spirit. Let us pray God will change us because we need God to work upon us. That is what God did to me.
“We need God’s love shed in our hearts so we would love those who are outside the circle of our natural affection. I believe we begin there the way I did by confessing my lack of love as sin and seeking God’s grace and power in the Gospel to help us to love sinners as God does. Yes, God set His love upon Nineveh in my day, not because Nineveh merited His love. No, they were an extremely cruel and wicked people. It was not because they acted in any way that would earn God’s favor. No, the motivation of God’s love for the Ninevites was resounded in God’s own character. He loved the Ninevites because it is His nature to love.

“We, of all people, should know that. That is the message of the Gospel. I love the New Testament now. I did not have the New Testament in my day, but I can read it now. How much joy you have to read it and those simple verses  such as, 


John 3:16 ‘For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish
but have eternal life.’

“The second lesson I learned as well was: God sovereignly send His messengers to a sinful people. He not only sets His love upon sinful people, but then He sends messengers. I did not volunteer for this assignment. In fact, no prophet ever volunteers. God simply calls us to be His messengers.
“I know this sounds like a really defective way to get a message to a distant people. After all, why didn’t God simply send an angel presenting to the Ninevites, in great glory from Heaven. That would have so much been a better messenger. God could have done that, but God chose to use feeble, frail, and flawed people like you and me. God delights to use weak things so the power of His message might be all the more manifest and so His glory might be made known. 

“He uses us, broken vessels, to present a message of life and light to the spiritually dead and dark hearts. I love how the Apostle Paul would describe the role of each person who hears the Gospel and who is changed by it. He says,


2 Corinthians 5:20 Therefore, we are ambassadors for Christ, God making his appeal through us. We implore you on 
behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God.
“Think of that. We are ambassadors. Every one who is in Christ is an ambassador for Christ. An ambassador is someone who is given a message by a king and is told to communicate that exact same message in full to another person or people, regardless of how we might thing about that person or people, or how we might imagine how they may respond to it. An ambassador does not create the message, the king does. An ambassador does not decide the audience to whom the message is going, the king does that. 

“Being an ambassador is not for those who lack faith in the power and the wisdom of their king, but it is for those who love their king. Our King has given us a message which is foolish and offensive to those who do not believe it, to be sure. Our King has given us a message which is foolish and offensive to those who do not believe it, to be sure, but this Gospel of Jesus who died, was buried, and rose again is the King’s message. We must not alter it to fit our culture’s sensitivities, nor water it down in hope it will become less offensive to sinful people. This message is God’s power unto salvation to everyone who would believe it.
“Being an ambassador requires we believe in the king. Our King gives each one of us a specific audience. For me, He sent me to the Ninevites. To whom is He sending you? If you are in Christ He is sending you to someone. It may be your neighbor, your co-worker, you extended family. It may be people in your community, your associates, or your acquaintances. It may be someone outside of your community. It may be someone in another nation, but that is an important question for us to answer, is it not? The Holy Spirit will give us insight into these things if we are ready to receive what the Spirit of God would say to us.

“Are you being faithful as Christ’s ambassador? I will tell you, I was not and it breaks my heart. I wish God would have sent someone else instead of me. What did I do when God sent me so clearly to the Ninevites? I rose and got on a ship in Joppa, just south of Tel Aviv where your pastor flew out of just a couple days ago to come home. At that time, Joppa was a Philistine city. Can you believe that, that I, a prophet of God among God’s people, fled to the Philistines for safety from God? 
“I paid the full fare. It was costly, but at that point I did not care how much it cost to get away from God’s will. That was what my heart was intent upon and that is what I was going to do. Indeed, I was not running away from God’s mission so much as I was running away from God. What a dark time that was in my life; no joy and no peace and no fellowship with God and no wonder of worship. 

“To help you understand how cold and callous I was, let me show you a map. You will find Gath-hepher near the Sea of Galilee. Joppa is on the Mediterranean Sea. I got on the ship in Joppa and I got about as far to sea as the word ‘Mediterranean’ is written on the map. Something happened there which I will share with you in a moment. 
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“I was spit out upon the land just a bit north of Gath-hepher and I made my trek 600 miles away. He told me to go the Nineveh, way out in the east, but do you know where I was heading? I was heading to Tarshish. I believe people today say it is modern Spain. I was going the exact opposite direction for almost the exact number of miles away. I wanted to get as far away from God’s plan for me as I possibly could. 

“This is what the boats looked like in my day so you can get an idea of the kind of vessel upon which I was sailing.
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“How foolish I was to believe I could flee from God. Have you ever been tempted to buy a ticket on a ship heading for Tarshish? Have you ever been willing to do something costly to your life just to say, ‘I need to get away from God’s design for my life. I do not want to do what God has for me to do.’ 

“We were not in the ship for very long before God intervened in my plan. God sent this incredible wind and a storm which rose up upon the sea. It was a mighty tempest. It was a storm such as I had never seen. In fact, the other sailors on the ship had never seen a storm like this. It was a divinely ordained and prepared storm. It was such a strong storm, the little ship began to shake at every crashing wave against it. It shook so hard we felt like the boards of that ship were going to explode at any moment.

“The crew of the ship, all seasoned veterans, were beside themselves in a panic. They were like school children. They were all pagan and all idol worshippers. Each one, in a cacophony, crying out to their own god, each with a different name, ‘We re going to die. Help us!’ they would cry out in terror to their own god. They even began to hurl precious cargo, crates of wheat and barrels of wine, expensive stuff, right over the side in hope they may be preserved. 
“I was exhausted from my struggle with God and I was so depressed, I just wanted to lie down and die, so I went into the inner part of the ship. I was numb to anything that mattered; that was the condition of my soul. I did not care if I lived another day. That is when the captain came to me, ‘What are you doing, you sleeper? Get up! Call on your god. Everyone else is calling on their god. We need divine intervention here or we will perish this day. Perhaps if you call out to your god he will listen and we will not perish.’ 

“I knew my God was mighty. I knew my God would intervene if I cried out to Him, but I did not want Him to. At the time, I thought God was chasing after me as a punishment against me, but now I realized He was chasing after me because He loved me. That is what God does. If you are running away from God today and you feel Him chasing after you and life is hard as a result of Him chasing after you, know it is because He loves you.

“I am so thankful He loved me enough to run after me. Amazing grace, how sweet the sound.

“Well, the storm violently persisted and the crew decided to cast lots. These lots are like small stones which are put into a container. If one came up it meant ‘Yes’ and if another came up it meant ‘No’. It is kind of like your ‘Magic 8’ ball. This is what God used. He can use anything to direct even pagan people to discern His will. Guess who the lot happened to fall upon? Of all the people on the ship, surprise, surprise, the lot fell on me. They pointed at me and said, ‘What have you done?’ 
“God does not let our sins stay hidden if He loves us and is gracious to us. The sailors began peppering me with questions, ‘Tell me, on what account this evil storm has come upon us?’ ‘We know some deity is angry.’ ‘What is your occupation?’ ‘What is your job?’ ‘What do you do?’ ‘Where do you come from?’ ‘What is your country?’ ‘What people are you?’ I began to answer them and tell them, ‘I am a Hebrew. I am a person of the Book. God has given us His Word. I fear the Lord. He is the Maker of the heavens and earth. He is not a tribal deity like the ones you are talking to.’

“Even as I said these words I could feel the thinness of my soul. I was saying such words of wonder and orthodox truth. I began to tell them of a God who created them in His image. I told them of sin. I told them of God, in His mercy, giving us His Laws so we can know what is pleasing and  what is not. I told them, though, all of us had broken that Law and God gave us sacrifices as a covering for sin, such is His grace.

“But, with each word I felt the lightness of my soul as though I was not the person I once was. I wonder if any of you feel that condition today, that your soul feels light and it does not have any weight to it and there is no substance; it feels thin? God has an answer for you in the Gospel. 

“I told the men I was fleeing from God and He had sent the storm on my account. I told them of the Lord, the Maker of the heavens and the earth, and the men, as they heard me, turned white with freight. They were exceedingly afraid. ‘What have you done?’ and  they shook me. God was using these pagans to rebuke me for my insolent heart. They feared God more than I did. And, even the stronger rebuke, they were pagans and I found they would have mercy upon me while I had no mercy for other pagans.

“The sailors immediately went back to fighting the storm, but the harder they fought the worse it became. They all said to me, ‘What shall we do that the sea might quiet down for us?’ They knew I held the answer. I said, ‘Pick me up and throw me into the sea.’ There was nothing I wanted more than death. I said, ‘Then the sea will quiet down for you for God is judging me.’ Satan loves to get us to the point where we are so filled with rebellion that we would rather die than obey. 

“The pagan sailors had a conscience. They knew it was wrong to kill other people, so they began to row even harder to get to dry land, but it was all futile. As they took hold of me they cried out to the Lord, the Lord I told them about, ‘O Lord, let us not perish for this man’s life. Lay not his innocent blood upon our hands for You have done it as it has pleased You.’ They picked me up and they hurled me overboard. 

“That is the end of my story! I am just teasing. I wanted it to be the end. I was expecting the next sensation to be a great big splash and cold water all over me, but instead of a big splash it was a great big squish. I gained a glimpse of this giant fish coming up out of the sea, right before I hit water. It was gooey and warm and I slid down that fish’s throat and into its belly. I cannot describe how putrid it was in there. It makes me almost gag to think about it even now. 
“I was still obstinate. I wanted to die, ‘Okay, I will die here,’ but I became so miserable. God kept me alive in the belly of that great fish. Then I began to call out to God. I cried out to Him, 


3 ‘For you cast me into the deep, into the heart of the seas, and the flood surrounded me; all your waves and 
your billows passed over me.’ 4 Then I said, ‘I am driven away from your sight; yet I shall again look upon 
your holy temple.’
“I wanted God to know, now, He is God and I recognize I am not. I cannot resist His sovereign plan. While I can resist it, I can never frustrate it. 


5 ‘The waters closed in over me to take my life; the deep surrounded me; weeds were wrapped about my 
head…’

‘I cried out to Him. Then I prayed,


9 ‘But I with the voice of thanksgiving will sacrifice to you; what I have vowed I will pay.’

“I said, ‘Okay, Lord, I get it.’ God would have been right to ignore my prayer. After all I was in this problem because of my own doing, but God is so kind and the Lord spoke to the fish and the fish carried me back home and the fish vomited me out on that land. It was a horrible thing, but so, so gracious is God. 
“The third lesson is: God sovereignly communicates His message to sinful people. I made my journey to Nineveh. God wanted me to proclaim to Nineveh a message. God loves to bring His eternal purpose into our temporal lives and He communicated His message to me so I would communicate it to another. He recommissioned me when I landed on the shore, ‘Rise and go to Nineveh.’ 

“I may be prideful and hard hearted, but my Mama did not raise a fool. I got it the second time. This time I began my journey of 600 miles. When I got there it was a city so large, it took me three  days, as I was preaching, to walk a slow walk around the city walls,


4b ‘Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!’

“That was my message, no more and no less. I said, ‘You guys are in big trouble! You have sinned against your Holy Creator and He is not pleased. His judgment day is coming in forty days and that is it!’ The message God gave me to speak was not very seeker-sensitive, was it? As I recall, no Ninevites ordered the cd. But, it was God’s message and, friends, we must be faithful to Him, for it is God’s Gospel He uses to bring His power for salvation.
“If you read your Bible, both the Old and New Testament, you will find God’s message is rarely palatable to the general populous. How it grieves God for us to change His message in order for it to become more acceptable to sinful people. God’s message is always foolishness to those who do not submit their lives to Him, but it is power and it is God’s wisdom to all who believe.

“The question we must ask, as we go, is: Am I being faithful to the message God has given me? The role of the messenger is simply to deliver to God’s message in its entirety, with clarity, with boldness, and with humble persuasion. The Apostle Paul said,


15 …I am so eager to preach the Gospel…16 I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for 
the salvation of everyone who believes…
“Are we tempted to be ashamed? That is why Paul wrote that because there is a temptation for us, but, friends, let us never be ashamed. This is the message that brings life.

“The fourth lesson we learn from my story is: God sovereignly gives salvation to sinful people. Salvation belongs to the Lord.
 After preaching this message a remarkable miracle took place. The people believed God, they believed in YAHWAH. They called for a fast. They put on sackcloth to demonstrate to God their true sadness over their sins. That repentance was from the greatest, the king, all the way to the tiny child playing in the street. The Word even reached the king of Nineveh. He rose from his throne and removed his own royal robe and he sat in ashes and he made a proclamation,


7 ‘By the decree of the king and his nobles: Let neither man nor beast, herd nor flock, taste anything. Let them 
not feed or drink water, 8 but let man and beast be covered with sackcloth, and let them call out mightily to 
God. Let everyone turn from his evil way and from the violence that is in his hands. 9 Who knows? God may 
turn and relent and turn from his fierce anger, so that we may not perish.’

“There has been no miracle I have seen ever greater than the miracle I saw that day. People look at the miracle of me surviving in a great fish for three days. Skeptics even stand incredulous at that and say, ‘That could never happen. It is too hard,’ but I tell you this is the miracle they should point at as ‘too hard’ and possible; that is the miracle of a changed life. God powerfully works through His messengers, so it is never a waste of time for us to be His ambassador. It is our responsibility to talk to our friends about God and the salvation in Christ, but God is the One who does the work. Salvation belongs to God. We talk to our friends about God and His saving work, but it is vital that we talk to God about our friends. Our persuasion will never lead anyone to eternal life. It must be God at work, so we call out to God, ‘God, you are sovereign. God, you can do this miracle work. Do it on behalf of the one’s we love and for the sake of your name.’

“The last lesson I want to teach you and help you with today through me story is: God freely responds in mercy through the repentance of a sinful people. ‘Who knows,’ the king of Nineveh said, ‘maybe God will relent. Maybe God will find mercy. Who knows!’

“When God reveals Himself through His Word and by His Spirit, He reveals Himself to be a God who responds to the broken and to the humble. I want you to know, no sin is so large that it places you beyond the reach of God’s mercy, not the sin of the Ninevites and not any sin you have done. God loves to relent of His judgment upon you if you simply humble yourself before Him and embrace His Son Jesus in the work He has accomplished for you on the cross. 

“Everyone of us, as God’s people, begin at the same place; we begin in sin. We begin deserving God’s judgment, needing God’s grace and forgiveness, being offered and hearing a message of God’s salvation through Christ, and then receiving that message, believing in Him, and committing our way to Him as Savior and as Lord. We all begin proud and resistant. Is that where you are today? I urge you, yet forty days, I do not know how long it will be for you, but I know there is a time, whether it is four hours, forty days, or four hundred months, I do not know, but I know there is a day when the mercy of God will be shut up to you if you do not repent and do not believe in Christ.
“How great is our God! I want to close with four very simple applications for today. First, I urge you to listen to God’s calling upon your life and pursue it. Listen to God’s calling. What is God saying for you to do? What is your part in God’s Kingdom plan? God has you set in a specific place. He had me set in northern Galilee to tell the people around me and the Ten Northern Tribes, but then to go to Nineveh. What is God calling you to do? Where is God calling to send you and give this message?

“Second, seek your salvation from the Lord alone. If God does not give you salvation, you cannot attain it. Salvation comes only from the Lord. The Apostle Paul writes,


8 For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— 9 
not by works, so that no one can boast.
“Third, ask God to help you to love people like He loves people. I did not talk about Chapter 4 in my book, but read it. I did not talk about it because it breaks my heart to think that is where I once was, that I cared more about a gourd than I cared for children walking around the streets of Nineveh. But, that is where is was. I would have never really known that is where I was had not God taken me to Nineveh.

“If you had asked me, while I was in Galilee, ‘Do you love people?’ I would have said, ‘Yes, I love people!’ Ask God to help you love people like He does.

“Finally, I urge you to pray for people whom God sends into the hard places. Pray for your missionaries. They are tempted like me. They get discouraged like me. They grow weary like me. They even disobey like me. Pray for them, not just in the physical arena, though that, to be sure, is vital, but pray for them in the spiritual battles they face every day. I am thankful I finally came around. That means there is hope for each one of us.”
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