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The Preacher who didn't like People

     ~Jonah 1:4-11
The subjects of the book are divided up by its chapter divisions.  In chapter 1,
Jonah is running away from God.  In chapter 2, Jonah is running to God.  In
chapter 3, he is running for God, and in chapter 4 he is running without God.

The book of Jonah is important to us because it describes a man who did the
right thing for the wrong reason.   True Christian service is not born of vengeance
or our need to control, nor is it born of our need to be important, nor is it born of
our own egotistical needs to entertain.  Only God himself knows how much of our
Christian work is showmanship and how much is actual ministry.  I must say
though, when we hear modern Christians talking about and advertizing Christian ministry or concerts in
terms of who is better than whom, then, we too, know that we're talking about showmanship.  We're simply
talking about who is the best performer or actor.  That, in itself, is the modern dilemma --the modern
apostasy.  Christianity is not about skills; we must remember that.  And that is not to say it doesn't take
certain skills to do certain jobs --it does.  It is just to say that skills are not the peculiar private domain of
Christians.  Skills may be had by anyone.

In my own view, the greatest threat to genuineness in Christian ministry are the forces that generate and
support the need for things like a "Christian Emmy."  That mentality goes against everything we ever learned
in the Sermon on the Mount.  Why do we do what we do?  --Jonah wrote the book on the subject.

We miss the great lesson in the book because we are distracted by a great whale.  When people think
of the book of Jonah, they think of a man who was swallowed by a whale.  As soon as I say Jonah  –you
say, whale.  It is so fantastic that they never see the story of a man who ended up doing the right thing for
the wrong reason.  Actually, he wasn't swallowed by a whale at all, but by a "great fish"  --a fish, which we
are told, God prepared for the occasion.  On a least two occasions in recent history, we know of men being
swallowed by fish and living to tell the story.

The sperm whale, which frequented the Mediterranean Sea is well equipped for that sort of thing.  In 1891,
James Bartley was lost from the ship Star of the East when a sperm whale overturned his boat.  The whale
was killed, and a day and a night later, after men removed the blubber, Bartley was found alive inside the
whale.  Bartley recalled, "I remember from the moment I found my feet strike some soft substance, I looked
up and I saw a big canopy of pink and white descending, and the next moment I found myself being drawn
downward, feet first and realized that I was being  swallowed by a whale.  I was drawn lower and lower,
walls of flesh hemmed me in and yet the pressure was not painful, and the flesh gave way before my
slightest movement.  Suddenly, I found myself in a sack much larger than my body.  Completely dark, I tried
to rise --to cry out, but all action was now impossible, and yet, my brain seemed abnormally clear.  And with
full comprehension of my own fate, I lost consciousness."

Another man was swallowed by a Rinoden Shark in the English Channel  --he, too, was found alive after 48
hours.  Jesus set his seal upon this book.  He said, "As Jonah was 3 days and 3 nights in the belly of the
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whale, so shall the Son of Man be 3 days and 3 nights in the heart of the earth."

As the scene opens, God is speaking to Jonah.  "Now the word of the Lord came to Jonah son of Amittai,
saying, `Go at once to Nineveh, that great city, and cry out against it; for their wickedness has come up
before me" (Jonah 1:1,2).  Nineveh was a great city.  It was the capital of Assyria, enclosed by a wall 60
miles in circumference.  The wall was 100 feet thick (wide enough to drive 8 chariots abreast); it contained
500 towers  --each 200 feet tall.  The city had 70 halls decorated in sculpture.  The temple was in the form of
a great pyramid.  We are told that the intellectual attainments of Nineveh were incredible.  Yet, according to
our scripture, it was as great in wickedness as in wealth (Jonah 1:2).

God sent Jonah to be a missionary to Nineveh, "But Jonah set out 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 his fare and went on
board, to go with them to Tarshish, away from the presence of the Lord" (Jonah 1:3).

I think there is something significant here.  "He paid the fare and he went down."  We pay and pay and pay
when we "flee the presence of the Lord."  Now, of course, it is impossible to get out from under the eye of
God.  He knows where you are and what you're up to.  Still, the moment he disobeyed, he lost a sense of
the Lord's presence in his own soul.  He didn't lose his soul --but, he lost a sense of the Lord's presence.

Did you ever wonder why Jonah disobeyed God?  It wasn't because he was a coward.  It was
because he was prejudiced.  He knew that if Nineveh repented it would not be destroyed  --and, if there
was one thing that Jonah wanted, it was that Nineveh be destroyed.  He was not a coward.  Later, he asked
to be thrown overboard.  Cowards don't do that kind of thing.  How many cowards would go out in the North
Atlantic and ask to be thrown overboard?  It was not a cowardly act!

But he was prejudiced!  He had a prejudice that was never intended or sanctioned by God.  You see, God
was planning to send his own Son to die for Nineveh; God loved Nineveh.  God sent his Son because he
loved the world --all the people of the world-- and Israel was his witness to that world in Old Testament times 
--but not a very good witness.  Jonah belonged to an exclusive little group; the group had cornered the world
market on truth.  They controlled who was to have or not have God's favor.  They knew who was worth
saving and who was not worth saving.  As a consequence of this prejudice, Jonah was out of sympathy with
the foreign missionary program to Assyria.

There is a little Jonah in quite a few Christians.  I have to wonder what God thinks about all of our little
groups  --each sure it is entirely right, while others are entirely wrong?

In addition to prejudice, there is a second problem here; Jonah lacked love for certain people.  I am
bound to say, "This is an odd way to love the world."  That is, to love certain races and not others; to love
one gender and not the other; to love certain age groups, but not the others; to love certain ethnic groups,
but not the others; to love certain economic groups, but not the others.  This is a funny way to love the world. 
We cannot afford the luxury of despising certain groups.

Jonah's lack of love was two-fold:  First, he lacked love for the Lord; Jesus said, "If you love me you would
keep my commandments"  --both of them.  Secondly, he didn't love the people of Nineveh  --he didn't love
the Lord, and he didn't love his neighbor.  –Not much of a commandment keeper.
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Do you know that a lack of love can quickly lead to hate?  That is why Christ asked us to pray for our
enemies.  And it is why God had to work in drastic ways with Jonah.  So, Jonah left and God started to act;
"for whom the Lord loves he also corrects."

"But the Lord" (Jonah 1:4).  God loved Jonah too much to let him prosper in his prejudice and hostility.  So,
God set out to warm up that old cold heart.  Of course Jonah did love some people, but Jesus told us that is
not the way it works;  Jesus said, "even the Publicans love their own."  Jesus wanted more than that.  Do
you know what disturbs me the most about the Ku-Klux-Klan?  It is that most of their members were and are
church members and deacons.  In fact, the Klan calls itself a Christian organization.  Imagine doing what
they do and have done –and doing it in the name of God. That disturbs me to no end.  Do you know what
disturbs me about the Puritan minister, the Reverend Cotton Mather?  It was that he didn't care if American
Indians went to hell.  I would be very pleased if he woke up someday to find out that they didn't go to hell.

The problem is clear, Jonah had decided to take over as God himself; we do that anytime we become the
judge of others.

As it turned out, the ship to Tarshish was caught in a violent storm, and was threatened with shipwreck. 
Since Jonah was discovered to be the cause of the storm, he was thrown overboard.  At this point he was
swallowed by a large fish (Jonah 1:17).  Finally, Jonah decided to pray:  "I called to the Lord out of my
distress, and he answered me; out of the belly of Sheol I cried, and you heard my voice.  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.  Then I said, `I am driven away from your sight; how shall I look again upon your holy temple?'  The
waters closed in over me; the deep surrounded me; weeds were wrapped around my head" (Jonah 2:1-5).

Jonah ended his prayer with "Deliverance belongs to the Lord" (Jonah 2:9).  It took all of that for Jonah to
figure out that salvation is not of this group or that, or this preacher or that, but of the Lord.  We need to
remember that.  There are, however, some people who need to be swallowed by a whale before they figure
out that "salvation is of the Lord" (Jonah 2:9).  Verse 10, Jonah is spit up onto dry land --no further need to
be in the whale.

In chapters 3 and 4, Jonah is recommissioned.  "The word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time,
`Get up, go to Nineveh, that great city, and proclaim to it the message that I tell you" (Jonah 3:1,2).  God
didn't change his mind one bit.  I"m surprised that God didn't just get someone else  --he often does, you
know.

He only wanted Jonah to do one thing; "tell them what I told you to tell them" (Jonah 3:2).  We dare
not change the message.  However, our reason for taking the message must also be right.  The
message must be true, and the messenger must also be true.  Jonah was finally doing the right thing, but for
the wrong reason.  "All right, I'll go; I'd like to see this city burn to the ground."  Motive is what counts in all
Christian service.  Our motive must be the same as God's motive.  Our motive must be genuine love for
people --for those whom Christ loved enough to die for.

I don't mean by that, that you have a right to stick your nose in their business.  There are two things here. 
First, Jonah was going because God had opened the opportunity; Jonah didn't open it himself.  That is worth
our attention  --it is our job to walk through doors, not to push them in.  That takes patience and perception. 
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Secondly, our going must be based upon an urgency, "I must go; I must help; I must do something."  Jonah
did not feel that way.

Motive in ministry is two-fold:  It is to please and glorify God and not ourselves.  And, secondly, to
win men --to help them; turning them from darkness to light and life in Christ.  Our motives can be
hidden from people, but not from God.  God knows what we are up to and what we are thinking.  It is
important to remember, that when we stand before God, we will be rewarded, not for what we have done,
but why and how we did it.  It is more true here than anywhere: "It is not whether you win or lose, but how
you play the game."  I know that's not particularly an American idea or ideal, but it's a good idea, and it's the
best ideal.  It plays well with God.

Results are not the bottom line; Jonah got them (Nineveh did repent, Jonah 3:5-10), but he won't get much
credit.  Why?  "But this was very displeasing to Jonah, and he became angry" (Jonah 4:1).  He even said, "I
knew that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and ready to
relent from punishing" (Jonah 4:2).  I knew that you would go and do this!

In verse 3, he said something like, "If you don't start getting tough with people, I'm going to quit the ministry"
(Take my life, that would be better, Jonah 4:3).

What does the little story teach?  The path of prejudice is always downward: He went down to Joppa,
down into a ship, down to sleep, down into the sea, down to the bottom of the mountain even to death.

Secondly, it is foolish to resist the love of God.  He loves us too much; He will bring us back.

Thirdly, God is not a respecter of persons.  He will have mercy on all.  We are no better than they.  Even if
you don't like them, God still loves them.  God loves the Ninevites.  "And should I not be concerned about
Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than a hundred and twenty thousand persons who do not
know their right hand from their left, and also many animals?" (Jonah 4:11).  That is what God said to Jonah. 
One hundred and twenty thousand children and you don't care  --well, I do.  Don't you like it when God says,
"and also many animals?"  There is a whole sermon for Saint Francis of Assisi.  On the English sit-com
“Vicker of Dibbley” there is an episode where the people have “Animal Day” at church.  Everybody brings
their animals to church with them.  It seems like a wonderful thing!  I loved it when “Abbie, the Sheltie-dog,
would come to work at the church with Teddi Sickler.

Finally, you cannot hide from God; wherever you go whatever you do, his eye is fixed on you.  God loves
people; we, also, need to love them (all of them), if we are to act like God acts.  There is no room in the
church for prejudice.  Make sure there is no room in your heart for it.  Woman jokes may be funny to you,
African American jokes may be funny to you, ethnic jokes may be funny to you; but, they are not funny to
God.  Work a little harder for your jokes.  It is not enough to do the right thing for the wrong reason.

Why this sermon?  Prejudice can destroy the work of Christ in the Church.  Don’t let it.  Don’t let it.  Don’t let
anyone take the word “world” out of “God so loved the world.”  It will leave you with nothing.  What do you
really have left if you take the word “world” out of “Go into all the world and preach the Gospel?”
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