“Forty Days More”

Jonah 3:1-5

July 31, 2011   
Read Jonah 3:1-5

We pick up the story in the middle today: Jonah, having failed in his attempt to escape God, had been thrown overboard into the midst of a raging sea. He was swallowed by a large fish and remained in its belly for three days and three nights. Last week, we looked at the prayer Jonah lifted up from the belly of the fish; a prayer of thanksgiving for God’s deliverance and a hope for the opportunity to worship the LORD in the temple with the paying of his vows and offering. At the end of last week, the giant fish spit up Jonah on shore.
Today, the word of the LORD came to Jonah a second time. It is almost as if the LORD gave Jonah a mulligan, a do-over.

God is a God of Second Chances.
The commission God gave Jonah the second time was the same in purpose, different in wording. He was to go to Nineveh; that was the same. Nineveh was considered a “great” city; that, too, was the same. However, this time, Jonah was not going to get the substance of the message he was to deliver until he arrived at Nineveh.  

It is remarkable that God continued to want Jonah to be the messenger. Consider the scope of Jonah’s disobedience: direct rejection of God’s command, exerted effort to avoid responsibility, and reckless disregard of the safety of others around him. In short, he fully failed to “love the LORD your God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength.” It was about as complete a rejection of God’s authority over his life as he could muster. 


And yet. 

And yet God did not give up on Jonah. The first two chapters of this book are intended to get us right back to where we are today. The point is that God did not give up on Jonah, just as God does not give up on us. God is a God of Second Chances.

The focus of the story is Jonah, but the subject of the story is really God’s persistent love for us even when we stray. In many ways, the entire Bible could be described that way, the focus is on individuals while the story is really God’s persistent love for us even when we stray. 

The message is good news. 

Why does that good news seem so hard to accept? Why do we find it difficult to live in the reality that God loves us so much that He is willing to give us a second chance after we mess up? I think part of the issue for us is that we normally have one of two reactions to our own sinfulness: either we cannot let it go or we do not think it matters. 

Many people are alienated from God because they simply do not believe God could love an imperfect person. They have been frustrated by their own words, their own actions, their own failures, their own imperfections. They – or we – want to believe we are good people. We want to believe that we do not do bad things for bad reasons and we work really hard to forget when we do. However, when we measure ourselves against where we think we ought to be, few people say, “Boy, did I get it all right. I am better than I was created to be.” I have yet to meet someone who does not have a cringe-worthy moment in their memory; the response that haunts, the choice that has consequences that linger on, the opportunity forgone for whatever reasons. We look at others and think they have it all together and could not be as bad as we are – and then they look at God and think, “How could God love someone as broken up like me.” It is as if we imagine ourselves on a store shelf where God is shopping. We feel like we are next to new products, perfect and shining, while our box is torn and shabby and we have been taped together. We have nothing to offer God – certainly not in comparison – so why would God want us? Further, we feel incredibly guilty at the unfairness of Christ’s suffering on the cross for our sins and think, “I did not ask him to do so and would not ask anyone to do so.” 

Scripture is more than proof texts: the meaning is important. First, “all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.” All. Everyone. You. Me. The person sitting next to you. Everyone. We all have those cringe-worthy moments of regret. None of us are perfect and shining; we all have tears and flaws. Second, “For God so loved the world” including you and me “that he gave his only begotten Son, so that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.” The point is that God took action to reach out and save us – it is not up to us. Third, God promises to be with us, “Lo, I will be with you to the very end of the age.” God did not abandon Jonah even though Jonah deserved to be abandoned, and even though Jonah tried to abandon God. God does not abandon you or me even though we deserve to be abandoned, and even though we try to abandon God. God gives us second – sometimes third, fourth and fifth – chances. 
Now, the other reason for alienation from God is a very different reaction to our sinfulness – to think it does not matter. In our culture, this one is more tempting and more rationale. When we sin, and when we know it is a sin, and no one seems to notice, care or react, we think we have gotten away with it and it does not matter. We think, “Huh, that was not so bad. Maybe this is not sin or maybe I God does not care or maybe it does not matter and I should not deny myself this one little exception to God’s call on my life to be holy.” Friends, in this context, justice delayed is not justice denied. You cannot void or avoid God’s holiness and sovereignty just because the lightning bolt does not instantly strike you dead. 

[D]o you despise the riches of his kindness and forbearance and patience? Do you not realize that God’s kindness is meant to lead you to repentance?  But by your hard and impenitent heart you are storing up wrath for yourself on the day of wrath, when God’s righteous judgment will be revealed.  For he will repay according to each one’s deeds:  to those who by patiently doing good seek for glory and honor and immortality, he will give eternal life; while for those who are self-seeking and who obey not the truth but wickedness, there will be wrath and fury. (Romans 2)
God’s kingdom will be ruled – in other words, the standard and the base-line minimum – in conformity with God’s holiness. There will be nothing in eternity that stands in opposition to God’s sovereign will. Thus, it is folly to think that sin does not matter or that it does not have a consequence. It is folly to hope and pray for justice executed against those who displease us while at the same time hoping and praying for justice to ignore the things we do wrong. 

These two polar extremes in responses to sin are illustrated best in Jesus’ parable of the Prodigal Son. The younger son demanded his inheritance, went away and squandered it, and returned home in disgrace with a speech about how he did not deserve to be considered a son. The Father ran to meet him, put his arms around him, and rejoiced. He threw a party for him. The younger son got a second chance – and was grateful. The older son, who remained in the house and did everything that the father said, was bitter when the party was thrown for the younger son. The father went out to encourage the older brother to come in to join them; the older brother refused. His own self-righteousness – that is, his own “deserving” of God’s approval while wishing for the judgment to come raining down on his younger brother – was a manifestation of a hardness of heart that prevented him from truly experiencing the love the father had for him. 

Do either of those sons describe your relationship with God? The good news is that God is a God of second chances – both for those in despair and those who struggle with self-righteousness. That is what we will see with Nineveh and Jonah: God is a God of second chances – both for the Ninevites who despaired their sinfulness and Jonah who struggled with self-righteousness. 

One last note about this, Jonah had the opportunity to make the right choice in the assignment he failed. It has been my experience that God does this with me, too.  Although it generally involves different things and a later time, I have had experiences in my life where I faced choices that seemed awfully familiar – and where previously I have failed – and have been given the chance to make a different choice.  Look at how Scripture described Jonah’s reaction, “So Jonah set out and went to Nineveh, according to the word of the LORD.” The point here is that Jonah made a different choice. In order to obey God’s word, he had to make the effort to travel to Nineveh – he was not spit from the mouth of the great fish over Israel all the way to the outskirts of the city.


God is not a God of Unlimited Chances.
Now, to be clear, God is a God of second chances, but God is not a God of unlimited chances. Take note that Jonah was sent to Nineveh to give a specific warning, “Forty days more, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!” God’s mercy is not a perpetual license to ignore God’s holiness and justice. 

Many people have a “Stairway To Heaven” theology; that suggests that, “

There’s a lady who’s sure all that glitters is gold, 

and she’s buying the stairway to heaven. 

When she gets there she knows 

If the stores are all closed, with a word she can get what she came for. 

And she’s buying the stairway to heaven.

*


*


*


*

Yes, there are two paths you can go by, but in the long run 

There's still time to change the road you're on. 

And it makes me wonder.
The error here is putting off what God calls us to do today. “I’ll get to it later,” or, “I will be faithful someday,” are by themselves acts of disobedience – if you know what to do and refuse to do it now because your will is stronger, then you are effectively running away. You are telling God, “I will do what I want.” Hebrews 3 reminds us, “Take care, friends, that none of you have an evil, unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God. But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called “today,” so that none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.”

The time urgency is true for salvation and sanctification. It is true for salvation: if you have not received Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior, I invite and urge you to do so – now. You are not guaranteed a tomorrow. You are guaranteed an eternity. I pray that God has blessed everyone listening with the conviction that yields salvation and life.

Time urgency is true for sanctification, too. Sanctification is the ten-cent seminary word for how God is perfecting us as children of the kingdom and as co-heirs with Christ. When God calls us to do something, it is important we do it. God has the authority to command us as his servants, we have the responsibility to obey. Yes, it is ok to set out a fleece like Gideon in order to make sure you are discerning correctly; however, it is not ok to set out fleece for the purpose of delaying or avoiding what you know you need to do. Being a disciple means being under the discipline and leading of Jesus. It means doing what he instructs us – commands us – to do. It means following where he leads, period.

God uses small things in great ways.

If we really believe that we are to follow Jesus where he leads, then it also is true that Jesus has gone before us into any situation we are called to go. This is important to remember: we cannot go anywhere where Jesus has not already gone before us. We can feel awfully small and inadequate until we realize that God is not going to succeed in the power of our strength, but in the power of his own. 
Jonah arrived in Nineveh and was immediately confronted with how small he really was. “Now Nineveh was an exceedingly large city, a three days’ walk across.” To give a perspective, imagine Jonah had been sent to San Diego. His three day walk would extend from Chula Vista to Oceanside – God sent Jonah to proclaim to all those people, “Forty days more, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!” 

Much as we like to think we are so much more sophisticated than people of the ancient world, the truth is that we are not all that much different. If Jonah did come to San Diego with that message, what do you think would be the response? What do you think your response would be? Here’s a foreigner, shouting in the street, “Forty days more, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!” It is unlikely that anyone would pay attention. Frankly, if I saw and heard a guy doing that, I would probably think he was a kook and hope that he bothered someone else. 

That is not what happened, though. “And the people of Nineveh believed God; the proclaimed a fast, and everyone, great and small, put on sackcloth.” Note how that was phrased, “the people of Nineveh believed God.” It was not Jonah’s presence, his presentation, or his persuasiveness that woke the people of Nineveh; they believed God. Their hearts had been prepared to receive the word that Jonah finally delivered. God had gone before Jonah and had softened their hearts.  

For those of you who have been listening to my sermons for the last year, you have heard me emphasize how important it is to share what God has done in your life with others: give a testimony and share the faith. It seems like such a daunting task and responsibility. I have heard a number of you say that you do not know where to start or what you might say. You are concerned about your lack of credentials, concerned that someone might ask a question to which you do not know the answer, or be able to demonstrate that you do not know what you are saying. Lying underneath that, I believe, may be a fear that people will look at you like you are a kook and ignore you or write you off. I cannot promise you those things will not happen; however, you and I also do not know where God has been at work preparing the way for what he is calling us to do. You do not know where God has been convicting heart and will use your testimony or your invitation to draw someone to repentance and salvation. 

Conclusion

The focus of the story is Jonah, but the subject of the story is really God’s persistent love for us even when we stray. God did not let Jonah escape, God brought him back from the brink of death that was the rightful consequence of Jonah’s disobedience. He gave Jonah a second chance. He sent Jonah to Nineveh. God did not let Nineveh escape his holiness; through Jonah, God brought that city back from the brink of death that was a rightful consequence of their disobedience and wickedness. He gave Nineveh a second chance. In many ways, the entire Bible could be described that way, the focus is on individuals while the story is really God’s persistent love for us even when we stray. 

God is a God of second chances; yet it is important to respond today to the invitations God gives for salvation and obedient service. 

· “The promise is for you, for your children, and for all who are far away, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to him;” yet know, salvation is in Jesus alone. “There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among mortals by which we must be saved.” 
· Receiving Jesus as Lord and Savior means accepting his authority over your life. It means growing as a child of God. To Jonah, it meant walking in obedience to Nineveh. To you and me, it means walking in obedience to the great command to “Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them . . . and teaching them to obey all that I have commanded.” 
Our job is to be Christ’s witnesses. In doing so, we should be pray for the blessing of having eyes to see where God has gone before us, preparing the ground for the miracles he will be doing through us. We do not bear the responsibility of making miracles, only testifying to those we see. 

Friends, the word of the LORD has come to us again, saying, “Get up, go to Chula Vista, that great city, and proclaim to it the message that I tell you.” Will you go?

In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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