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January 31, 2010
Jonah Chapter 1

Today we continue with our study of the book of Jonah.  Last week we introduced the book, considering questions about the historical accuracy and reliability of the book (it is!), the outline of the book, and some of its main themes.  This week we’re going to dig in to Chapter 1.  Ready to go?

Let’s start with the first few verses of Chapter 1:

Jonah Flees From the LORD 

1 The word of the LORD came to Jonah son of Amittai: 2 "Go to the great city of Nineveh and preach against it, because its wickedness has come up before me." 
3 But Jonah ran away from the LORD and headed for Tarshish. He went down to Joppa, where he found a ship bound for that port. After paying the fare, he went aboard and sailed for Tarshish to flee from the LORD. 

The phrase, “The word of the LORD came to…” is commonly used in the OT to describe God’s calling, instruction, or revelation to a prophet.  For instance, in Genesis 15:4 we read, “Then the word of the LORD came to (Abraham): ‘This man will not be your heir, but a son coming from your own body will be your heir.’” I Samuel 15:10-11 says, “Then the word of the LORD came to Samuel: ‘I am grieved that I have made Saul king, because he has turned away from me and has not carried out my instructions.’”  I Kings 18:1 says, “After a long time, in the third year, the word of the LORD came to Elijah: ‘Go and present yourself to Ahab, and I will send rain on the land.’”  The books of Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Hosea, Joel, Micah, Zephaniah, Haggai, and Zechariah all begin with these words.     
Here we read that the word of the Lord came to “Jonah, son of Amittai.”  Anyone recall what Amittai means?  Truth.  So Jonah is, either literally or figuratively, or maybe both, the Son of Truth.    What else do we know about Jonah?  Take various answers.  What was his vocation?  Take various answers.  He was a prophet.  When you think about someone being a prophet, what comes to your mind?  What words would you usually use to describe a prophet?  Righteous.  Holy.  Spiritual.  Obedient or rebellious?  Obedient.  Close to the Lord or far away?  Close.  

Do you think this is the first time the word of the Lord had come to Jonah?  Take various answers.  Could be, but I think probably not.  Recall from last week that Jonah had prophesied the expansion of the Northern Kingdom under the rule of King Jeroboam (2 Kings 14).  So while it is possible that the book of Jonah describes Jonah’s first prophetic encounter with God, I think it is describing one more instruction from God to his prophet.  If this is not God’s first instruction to Jonah, what can we assume about the previous encounters?  Take various answers.  My assumption is that Jonah has obeyed previously when the word of the Lord has come to him.

What does God instruct Jonah to do?  “Go to the great city of Nineveh and preach against it, because its wickedness has come up before me.”   What can you recall from last week about Nineveh?  Capital of Assyria.  Enemy of Israel.  Very large city—three days for a visit, 120,000 who “do not know their right hand from their left.” What does God specifically tell Jonah to do?  Go to Nineveh.  Preach against it.  What do you suppose “preach against it” means?  Take various answers.  Enumerate its sins.  Proclaim God’s holiness and his anger.  Threaten judgment.  Call for repentance.    Why does God want Jonah to preach against Nineveh?  “Its wickedness has come up before me.”  What does that mean?  Has God just noticed Nineveh’s wickedness?  Was he unaware of it until now?  Take various answers.  I think it means, in part, that the sins of Nineveh had become so great that God was no longer willing to delay his judgment.  But is also means that the time had come, in God’s sovereign plan, to use Nineveh and its sinfulness to accomplish other purposes.  Such as what?  To reveal his graciousness.  To show that He was God not only of the Jews but also the Gentiles.  To condemn Israel for its stubborn, self-righteous refusal to take God’s truth to the nations.  
Certainly Jonah would have had no problem believing that God was offended by the sinfulness of the Ninevites.  As an Israelite, Jonah would have known all too well about the viciousness of the Assyrians in war and their brutality toward the nations they conquered.  He may have experienced those things personally.  Here’s what J. Vernon McGee has to say about the reputation of the Assyrians:
The Assyrian army was one of the most brutal and cruel ever to be put on the march. The ruthless conduct of the army toward all helpless peoples, and the acts of barbarity committed against tribes and nations are only matched by the recent conduct of the Nazi war machine. Acts of aggression were commonplace and injustice ran rampant throughout the Assyrian hordes. The Assyrians were dreaded in the ancient world, and rightly so. It was the policy of the army, when a nation or tribe was conquered, to uproot the inhabitants from the land, root, stock and branch, and remove them to some other section of the Assyrian Empire, preferably near Nineveh where those subject peoples might be slaves in position. This policy entailed a great deal of suffering on the part of the vanquished and many peoples were destroyed by such acts of aggression.
Here’s what the prophet Nahum had to say about Nineveh and the Assyrians:

1Woe to the city of blood, 
       full of lies, 
       full of plunder, 
       never without victims! 

 2 The crack of whips, 
       the clatter of wheels, 
       galloping horses 
       and jolting chariots! 

 3 Charging cavalry, 
       flashing swords 
       and glittering spears! 
       Many casualties, 
       piles of dead, 
       bodies without number, 
       people stumbling over the corpses- 

 4 all because of the wanton lust of a harlot, 
       alluring, the mistress of sorceries, 
       who enslaved nations by her prostitution 
       and peoples by her witchcraft. 

And so, when the word of the Lord comes to Jonah, prophet, holy man, son of truth, God’s servant, and says, go preach judgment and repentance to that great wicked city Nineveh, Jonah says… what?  No way.  Not this time, God.  No chance I’m going there.  No way I’m going to do that. Instead, what does he do?  Take various answers.  Verse 3 says, “But Jonah ran away from the LORD and headed for Tarshish” and “After paying the fare, he went aboard and sailed for Tarshish to flee from the LORD.”
Jonah’s choice of Tarshish as his destination is highly symbolic.  While Nineveh lay to the east from Israel, Tarshish (also called Tartessus), a Phoenician mining colony in southwest Spain near Gibraltar, was about as far west as one could have planned to go in Jonah’s time.  So, if Nineveh was to the east, Jonah was going to go west, and he was going to go as far west as it would have been possible for him to go. Literally, to Jonah Tarshish would have been “the end of the earth.”  Jonah is trying to get as far away from Nineveh as he can.  

And how convenient that a ship was right there, ready to go.  And he had the money to pay the fare!  Maybe, Jonah thought, God is going to let me off the hook.  After all, he seems to be arranging the circumstances for my journey, doesn’t he?  But what is God doing?  He’s arranging the circumstances for the events that will follow.  Jonah is moving forward right into the trap God has set for him on the open sea.  What’s the lesson?  Don’t confuse circumstantial favor for being in God’s will.  
Did Jonah know it was wrong to run? Of course he did.  Didn’t Jonah know that he couldn’t run from the Lord?  Sure he did.  Some critics say that this passage reveals a Hebrew conception of God as a regional, tribal deity, not the omnipresent and omniscient God we worship today.  From that point of view, Jonah thinks he can escape from God by leaving God’s territory.  But what’s wrong with that argument?  Take various answers.  First, God has already instructed him to go to Nineveh, so it is evident that God is more than just the God over the Jews.  Second, a few verses later, when the sailors ask Jonah to explain who he is, he confesses that he worships “The Lord, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the land.”  Doesn’t sound like any tribal god to me.  And as a prophet Jonah would surely have been familiar with Psalm 139, which says in part:
7 Where can I go from your Spirit? 
       Where can I flee from your presence? 

 8 If I go up to the heavens, you are there; 
       if I make my bed in the depths, [a] you are there. 

 9 If I rise on the wings of the dawn, 
       if I settle on the far side of the sea, 

 10 even there your hand will guide me, 
       your right hand will hold me fast. 

So Jonah knows he can’t run away from God, and yet he runs.  Why? What’s he trying to accomplish by running away? Take various answers.  In one sense, it’s not as much God that he is running from as the assignment God has given him.  Running away to Tarshish makes it certain that he won’t have to preach to the Ninevites—there’s no way he can preach in Nineveh if he’s in Tarshish, 1000 miles away.  
But Jonah’s purpose is more profound than that, and it is unfortunately masked by the way the NIV and the NASB translate verse 3.  The NIV says, “But Jonah ran away from the LORD and headed for Tarshish” and “After paying the fare, he went aboard and sailed for Tarshish to flee from the LORD.”  But a more literal translation of the key phrases would read like this:  “But Jonah ran away from the face of the LORD and headed for Tarshish” and “After paying the fare, he went aboard and sailed for Tarshish to flee from the face of the LORD.”  Even the NASB, which renders the phrase “face of the Lord” as “presence of the Lord” twice in verse 3, doesn’t quite capture the meaning, in my opinion.  How is it different to flee from someone’s face than their presence?  What is implied by Jonah’s desire to get away from the face of God?  Take various answers.  I think it implies that Jonah is trying to break off his relationship with God.  He’s not only refusing to accept the assignment God has given him—he doesn’t want to have anything further to do with God.  He wants freedom from God.  He wants to be away from God’s people.  He wants to be away from God’s law.  He wants to be away from God’s Temple.  He wants nothing to do with God.   So while Jonah really does run away, his escape is as much symbolic as literal:  by sailing for Tarshish, he’s fleeing from his relationship with God.  
And because Jonah is a prophet, his escape was not just disobedience.  It was a resignation.  He was saying, in effect, I won’t do that for you.  I quit.  I won’t serve you anymore.  Jonah was a faithful prophet as long as God wanted what Jonah wanted. But when God's command goes contrary to what Jonah wants, Jonah is going to do what he very well pleases.

Think about this for a second.  Jonah is so unwilling to do what God has asked him to do that he is willing to give up his home, his friends, his vocation, and his relationship with God rather than obey God and go and preach to Nineveh.  Why?  What could cause him to do that?  Why does he refuse to go to Nineveh and do what God has called him to do? Take various answers.  Could it be fear?  Sure it could.  Asking a Hebrew prophet to go to preach in Nineveh would be something like asking a Christian to go preach in Cairo or Tehran.  Being a missionary to Nineveh would be dangerous, possibly even fatal.  And it would make sense for Jonah to hesitate to go for that reason.  But that’s not why Jonah refuses to go.  Why does he refuse to go?  He gives us a hint over in Chapter 4.  Here’s what he says after he has repented, journeyed to Nineveh, preached there, and seen the Ninevites respond to his preaching by repenting themselves:
1 But Jonah was greatly displeased and became angry. 2 He prayed to the LORD, "O LORD, is this not what I said when I was still at home? That is why I was so quick to flee 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 calamity. 3 Now, O LORD, take away my life, for it is better for me to die than to live."
The Ninevites repent, God relents, and Jonah gets mad at God.  Why?  Take various answers.  Jonah hates the Assyrians.  He may have been a witness to their cruelty, and may have experienced it firsthand. He did not want to see Nineveh saved.  He wanted to see it judged and destroyed.  He did not want to see God’s grace and mercy, which he regarded as the entitled privilege of the Jews, to be extended to the pagan Ninevites.  He may have thought it beneath him, a prophet of God, to go preach the truth to wicked gentiles—pearls before swine and all that.  He knew enough about the power of God’s word to know that it was possible, even likely, that they would repent if he preached.  He did not want the Ninevites to receive God’s grace.  He wanted them to receive God’s justice.  As he says in 4:3, he would rather die than see God’s grace poured out on his enemies the Ninevites.

Jonah is like the older brother in the story of the prodigal son, the one who refuses to go into the banquet and celebrate God’s grace in the life of his brother and Father, but instead remains outside:

The older brother became angry and refused to go in. So his father went out and pleaded with him. 29But he answered his father, 'Look! All these years I've been slaving for you and never disobeyed your orders. Yet you never gave me even a young goat so I could celebrate with my friends. 30But when this son of yours who has squandered your property with prostitutes comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!' (Luke 15)
Jonah wants a relationship with God on his terms, not God’s.  He wants a deal with God:  I obey you, you bless me.  As long as God is willing to play by Jonah’s rules then they get along fine;  but when God wants to do something Jonah doesn’t like—offering his grace to the Assyrians—then Jonah rebels.  
Jonah is the Jew described by Paul in Romans 2 and 3, of whom he says, “Do you show contempt for the riches of his kindness, tolerance and patience, not realizing that God's kindness leads you toward repentance?”  Jonah wants grace for himself but justice for the Ninevites.     
So help me out here:  earlier when I asked you to describe a prophet to me, you said words like holy, righteous, obedient, spiritual.  And we’ve already said that Jonah is a prophet, right?  So here we have this holy, righteous, obedient, close-to-God prophet, and when the Word of the Lord comes to him, what does he do?  He refuses.  He rebels.  He runs away.  He sins.  So please explain Jonah’s behavior to me.  Why does Jonah do what he does?  Take various answers.  Isn’t this in a sense the way we all are?  We believe in God, and we trust him and we even obey him—up to a point.  Like Jonah, we are God’s faithful and obedient servants as long as what God wants matches what we want.  But when God's command goes contrary to what we want, like Jonah we’re going to resist or even rebel.  For all of us, there is some command of God that we find difficult to hear, the instruction from God that sends us into a panic, the thing that prompts us to say, "Anything but that, Lord!" 

So does any of this sound familiar?  What has—what does—God asked you to do that you refuse to do?  What assignment would cause you to not only dig your heels in but even run the other direction? Take various answers.  One that I can think of is my refusal to share the gospel with strangers on airplanes.  There have been times when God has explicitly called on me to do that, and I’ve refused—because I was afraid the other person might think I was a nut.  I know I’ve missed a tremendous amount of reward for failing to obey God when he asks me to do that.  How about you?  

Jonah is an older brother who needs desperately to experience God’s love and grace.  And God is going to give him that experience—after he faces a little storm.  That’s where we’ll pick up next week!
Goes to sleep, can’t be awakened.  Not just exhaustion.  Deep sleep.  Depression.  Same word as Adam’s sleep when God took Adam’s rib.  
How will God reach Jonah?  How does he reach you?  He sends a storm.  Here, it’s a literal storm.  What other kinds of Storms does God send.  Does God send the storm to punish Jonah?  No, to rach him.  

Jonah begins to obey in the storm.  

Look at what the sailors ask Jonah.  Who are you? Hebrew, worship God who sent this storm.

God isn’t after you, he’s after me, so throw me in the water.  Trusts himself to God by allowing himself to be thrown into the strom.  My life is in God’s hands.  Finally has the courage to trust God.  
Need to experience God’s grace in hardship to change our hearts.  Jonah finds love beneath the waves  God saves him from the storm.  

Where does Jonah change his mind? Where does he repent?  When he tells the soliders to throw him into the sea.

Why does God forgive Jonah?  Why does he save him?  It’s the gospel.  The true Jonah.  
What’s our word to describe refusing to obey God?  What do we call it when God asks us to do one thing and we do another?  Sin. Jonah’s behavior—running away from God, seeking to be free of a relationship with him, to be independent of him, refusing to do what he asks us to do—is the essence of sin. Jonah is saying, in so many words, “I’m not going to do what you want me to do; I’m going to do what I want to do.”  

