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Read Jonah 1:4-16

Last week, if you recall, we left our protagonist, Jonah, as he got on a boat to flee from the presence of the LORD. He had heard God’s command to go to Nineveh yet he chose to go the exact opposite way. Instead of going east, Jonah headed west and went to the port city of Joppa where he climbed aboard the first seagoing ship to get to Tarshish – that is, the open sea.

You can feel the tension within the story: he’s not going to get away with that, is he? God is not just going to let him escape is he?

As you heard in our Scripture lesson, the answer was, no, God was not going to let Jonah escape. What is interesting about this part of the story is how it illustrates in very practical ways how we struggle to understand the spiritual dimension of everyday life. There is a lot going on in just a few verses, so it might be best to try to tackle some of this by considering these events from the perspective of each of those involved: the crew, Jonah, and then God. As we go through them, I encourage you to remember the theme of God’s sovereignty playing underneath a hodge-podge of other points. 


The Crew

First, put yourself in the position of the crew. There you are minding your own business, going about your tasks, when all of a sudden you are hit by an incredible storm. You did not see it coming. Although you have some measure of coping skills to deal with adversity, the problem is that this storm is bigger than anything you have ever encountered. In the few words given, the whole story is told, “The mariners were afraid, and each cried to his god. They threw the cargo that was in the ship into the sea, to lighten it for them.” 

The crew had perfectly human reactions: fear with prayer for someone/anyone to save them, and works trying to save themselves. 



Fear and “Pragmatic” Prayer

Fear is generally a sense of dread that comes when we realize that we are not in control, that we are in the midst of something beyond our ability to manipulate. Think about it: one of the reasons people like suspense and horror movies is because they know that it is pretend; it is make-believe. They are in no real danger watching the movie or television screen. They get the adrenaline rush of fear without the potential for real, personal harm. Fear in real life is not like that. 

When we were in Kauai last month we went on a hike. Abby will tell you about it. We went to Waimea Canyon and walked a trail to a set of waterfalls. It was beautiful. There was one section of the trail that went along a ridge. It was like an outcropping of gravel – loose stone on top of compacted dirt. The edge of the ridge dropped off about 600-700 feet down. At the end of this section, the ridge dipped steeply before turning back in. I watched Abs keeping her footing carefully as she navigated down this path in front of me. Although I had confidence in her, I also had a healthy measure of fear. What do you think I was doing? Praying, you bet.

“Oh, God, keep her safe. Let her footing be solid. Get her around that corner. Oh, God, keep her safe. Let her footing be solid. Get her around that corner. Oh, God, keep her safe. Let her footing be solid. Get her around that corner.” And so on. Fear. Followed by prayer. 

The circumstances of the “LORD hurled a great wind upon the sea, and such a mighty storm came upon the sea” were beyond the control of Jonah’s crew. Their situation is like what many people in everyday life face. Think of the people who have lost their jobs. Think of people who have been diagnosed with a serious illness or incurred a serious injury. Think of people who no longer have the ability to do the things they once did and have to adapt to the trials of life without the tools they have used all along. There is fear followed by prayer.

Now, I want to be careful here. I do not want to suggest that prayer in crisis is not valuable or valid. It is. However, not all prayer is equal. Consider what was going on here. There is a difference between praying to God in trust and praying to a god to manipulate circumstances. When I was praying on our hike, I was consciously aware that I was trusting God in all things for Abby. Her life then – as it always has been and always will be – is in His hands. I have given thanks to God for the blessing of having her as my daughter, I will continue to give thanks to God for the blessing of seeing her grow and develop. There is a relationship in which the prayer of the moment fits within a larger context. 

The sailors, on the other hand, were offering up prayers as a way of appeasing whoever was responsible for their immediate distress without much, if any, other relationship. As we learn later, the crew realized their own gods were incapable or unwilling to deliver them and so they moved on to pray to other gods, trying to appease whichever god was irked without real concern about who that was. There is an element of pragmatism running through their theology. In other words, we are going to pray to this god as long as it works in our favor and we will pray to another god if that seems better. It is the cafeteria style of theology. 

This is a popular strategy in our culture. Many people like the cafeteria style of spirituality. It seems very enlightened, very tolerant, very open-minded. How does it work? It means picking and choosing among a variety of spiritual options in order to put together the faith that seems best to me. It means taking a little bit of this and a little bit of that without too much of any one. It seems like a very pragmatic approach to spiritual questions.

The problem in hedging your bets among all different religions means that you are committing to none of them and are responsible for all. 

Pragmatism is not a good tool for discerning the one true God. Pragmatism mixes up the roles; it is a way of getting my way as opposed to God’s way. However, God’s sovereignty is not measured by our situation. God’s power and will are not directly correlated to our comfort, our security, or our perception. For example, in this story, the members of the crew essentially were innocent bystanders in the drama between the LORD and Jonah. There was no “work,” no specific action they could take, to remedy the situation – thus, their fervent prayers went unheeded by non-existent gods. 

After crying out for help, they also did everything in their own power to change the situation. They threw over the cargo, hoping to make the ship lighter and more capable of enduring the storm. The storm was too big, however. They were left with nothing else to do but try to ride it out; they came to a very quick understanding that they were dependent upon God for their salvation. 

As the listener and reader, we are rooting for the crew to figure it out. We want them to find out that all of this is taking place because of Jonah because that seems just and it seems fair. 


Jonah

Now, let us turn our attention to Jonah. There are a couple of things to see here: Jonah’s continuing and complete failure to obey God’s command, and God’s persistence in drawing Jonah back. 



Asleep and lying still

If anyone in this story is tone-deaf, it is Jonah. Having gotten on board after a harrowing escape, Jonah went down below deck and went to sleep. He was exhausted. Deep in his slumber, he was unaware of the drama taking place all around him. He was unaware of the storm that had hit. He was unaware of the panic of the crew. 

Here was the prophet, the religious man, sent to bear witness, who was oblivious to the situation all around him, asleep, and lying still. Jonah’s blindness to the consequence of his own actions is startling. I mentioned last week how Jonah often serves as a rather unflattering representation of the church. For the early listeners, it was an illustration of how blind were the religious authorities to the situation all around them. For us today, it serves the same purpose. How comfortable have we become in our own salvation that we ignore the world around us that God has called us to serve?

Joe Dumbauld mentioned this story a few weeks back, but it is worth sharing here for its nautical theme and its illustration of focus. In the main hallway of the building of 1st Presbyterian Church Honolulu is a display case telling the story of the congregation. There is an oil painting of an old ocean liner. Dan Chun, the pastor there, asked us if we recognized what it was. I did not. It was a painting of the HMS Carpathia. He told us the story of how on Sunday night, April 14, 1912, the ship’s wireless operator received a distress call from the Titanic. The captain of the Carpathia 

immediately set a course at maximum speed (17 kn (20 mph; 31 km/h)) to Titanic's last known position, approximately 58 mi (93 km) away. [The captain] ordered the ship's heating and hot water to be cut off in order to make as much steam as possible available for the engines.

At 4:00am, Carpathia arrived at the scene after working her way through dangerous ice fields. Carpathia took on 705 survivors. (Wikipedia)
Dan Chun said that this was the mission picture for the congregation: risking all in order to reach those who are perishing. Their mission and ministry are shaped by that vision. Contrast that with Jonah – the crew had to drag it out of him. What about us? 



God draws Jonah back.

Jonah experienced God’s persistence. We lose it in the translation, but the captain’s words, “Get up and call…” are the same exact words God used in verse two to commission Jonah to go to Nineveh. Can you imagine? For Jonah, those would have been like buzz words reminding him that God was present; that God was not going to let him escape. There Jonah was, below deck on the open sea, remote from anywhere, and God found him and spoke to him in the words of the captain.

Have you ever had that happen to you? Has someone ever said words to you that seemed to come straight from God? It is a jolt.

Jonah, though shaken, seems not to have been completely convinced yet. Notably, though not surprising, he did not pray. He did not turn to God whom he was trying to avoid. Then, gathered among the rest of the crew, they drew lots. This was a fairly common tool for discernment for many of the religions of the day. Because we are looking in on the scene, it does not surprise us that the lot falls to Jonah. Yet it must have been a surprise to him.

From the moment he woke up Jonah was being pushed towards confession and repentance. The questions that follow are like a peppering of reminders, “What is your occupation?” In his thoughts, Jonah must have heard his own voice, “Er, prophet of the LORD.” “Where do you come from? What is your country? And of what people are you?” Umm…Israel. The name means, “He has striven with God and humans and has prevailed.” 

Jonah finally responded out loud, “I am a Hebrew. I worship the LORD, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the dry land.” There is the confession. For the crew, this was a god they had not addressed. Then, when Jonah told them what he had done, they freaked out. “What is this that you have done?” Their reaction revealed to Jonah how the consequences of his sinful beyond himself. You can picture the senior member of the crew taking a breath and summarizing, “In other words, you were willing to get us all killed because you are running away from your God?” 

A  humbled Jonah had to admit that was the case. Ironically, it was the prophet of the LORD who had to be humbled in order to give a testimony. It was an Old Testament “Come to Jesus” moment. All pretense was stripped away. Everything was brought to the light in the midst of the storm. 

The crew then posed a good question, “Well, now what?” Jonah told them to throw him overboard because God was causing the storm due to Jonah’s disobedience. Within the context of the story, that makes complete sense; on the deck of the ship, it might have sounded a little bit different. 

Think about Jonah’s suggestion for a moment: he was asking the crew to throw him overboard. He was asking them to act as judge and throw him into the sea. It was an interesting moment: Jonah did not take the option of throwing himself into the sea, he was asking the crew to hold him accountable – to serve as the instrument of God’s judgment against his rebellion. Yet, put yourself in their shoes: “who are we to judge?” “If we throw him overboard, we are throwing him to his death.” Could you do it?

Initially, the crew could not bring themselves to throw Jonah overboard. After hearing what they needed to do, the crew did everything in their own power to change the situation. They rowed with all their might to get to the shore and out the storm. The storm was too big and growing, however. They were left with nothing else to do; they came to a very quick understanding that they were dependent upon God for their salvation. 

As a last and final resort, the crew prayed to the LORD for mercy. They ask God to not hold them accountable for murder for throwing Jonah overboard. 

Accountability is tough. The church is really bad at accountability. We are extraordinarily reluctant to hold one another accountable. We persist in tolerating sin in order to avoid holding one another accountable in the hope that things will all get better, someone else will deal with it, or that it will not make a difference ultimately. We get busy trying to do other things in order to avoid the real issue at hand. As we see here, it does not work and things only get worse.


God.

Let me briefly turn our attention to God’s perspective on the whole thing. We get an insight into God’s perspective in the way the story is told. We see God is sovereign because we know God’s will is going to be done. Additionally, we see that God reveals himself in a variety of ways to a variety of people. Finally, we see that God’s purpose is redemptive for all involved: the crew, Jonah, and ultimately Nineveh. Let me touch on each briefly:



God’s sovereignty.

The theme of God’s sovereignty runs through the whole story, from the very beginning with his command to Jonah to the very end with his statement of concern for Nineveh. Despite Jonah’s best (or worst) efforts, God clearly is in control at all points. In today’s verses alone, there is the storm, there is the casting of lots, there are multiple examples of the futility of man’s works to thwart God’s purpose. You get the sense that God is going to get his way. 



God is a revealing God.

God works in mysterious and wondrous ways in Jonah. He works through communicating with Jonah, works through nature, and he works through non-believers. God was evident for all who had eyes to see, as God is evident for all who have eyes to see. The crew, who did not know the LORD by name, come to a saving knowledge through the testimony of Jonah in the midst of circumstances revealing their own weakness. The point here is this: God is a mystery, but a mystery who reveals himself and his love for us in a variety of ways if we look. The question is whether we have hearts softened to look or hardened to not look.



God is redeeming.

The storm stopped as suddenly as it started as Jonah disappeared into the sea. The crew was astounded. “The men feared the LORD even more, and they offered a sacrifice to the LORD and made vows.” In other words, they worshipped. Having obeyed the LORD, having held Jonah accountable, having seen the mercy of the LORD in their salvation, the men resorted to worship. How about that! “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me. I once was lost but now am found, was blind but now I see.” “Through many dangers, toils and snares, I have already come; ‘tis grace hath brought me safe thus far, and grace will lead me home.”

Jonah accepted God’s judgment, knowing that disobedience and abandonment are just cause for death. As we will see, Jonah’s acceptance of God’s judgment that death was appropriate for disobedience is not the last word. Jonah will experience God’s redemption in a powerful and personal way. “T’was grace that taught my heart to fear, and grace my fear relieved; how precious did that grace appear, the hour I first believed.”

Most importantly, remote from Nineveh itself, God has worked to bring about the instrument of the redemption of that city. The people of Nineveh were unaware that any of this was going on. Yet God was at work, orchestrating miracles and wonders for their salvation. How great is our God!


Conclusion

How great a blessing is Scripture! We see a microcosm of so much of our own world in just a few short verses. The take away today is fairly simple through a hodge-podge of points: God is sovereign, revealing and redeeming. Trust in him. Obey him. Open your eyes to the grace that has been given to you – the LORD is your hope and salvation. There is no other. Go forward in the peace and assurance, “For I know the one in whom I have put my trust, and I am sure that he is able to guard until that day what I have entrusted to him.” (2 Timothy 1:12).

Trust the one who is able to quiet the storm. Amen.
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