Jonah – Runaway Prophet – Part Three
Revival of a Great Nation
Jonah 3
Gages Lake Bible Church 
Sunday PM, October 3rd, 2010

Intro: 

If you think the biggest miracle in the tiny book of Jonah is the fish story, then you’re badly, sorely mistaken. 

The biggest miracle is the miracle we find in chapter three. The miracle of revival. Perhaps the largest single revival in the history of the world occurred in the most unlikely place, the place where nobody and no one would have predicted it. 

Nineveh was the place prophets went to die. Most preachers want to go to places where the ground is fertile, where there are plenty of people to convert. 

But God sent Jonah to the hardest, most vile, cruel nation on earth. We discussed in our first message that this was one of the cruelest, most power, and most idolatrous empires in the entire world. From the writings and records of their rulers, we find account of their shocking atrocities. They would cut the heads off of enemy soldiers and stack them up outside the city. They would mutilate the bodies of live corpses and stacke them in piles. They would skin their captors and hang the skin on their city walls. They would torture their POW’s by cutting off hands, yanking out organs, and gutting them. They would burn infants and women alive. 

Yet, this entire city was brought to its knees. And the revival was led by the unlikeliest of preachers. 

God Prepares a Man for Revival

When you think of revival in a country, you typically think it must be led by a man of extraordinary gifts. 

You think of a Whitfield and his voice that could project miles. 

You think of Billy Sunday and his fiery preaching style and captivating antics.

You think of Billy Graham, the gifted orator from North Carolina. 

But as Paul shares in 1 Corinthians, God often uses the weak or base things to confound the wise. And God couldn’t have chosen a weaker candidate to lead Nineveh to revival than the man Jonah. 

When we last saw Jonah, he was sunbathing on the shore of the Mediterranean, hair bleached white, smelling like the insides of a fish, bruises along his body, and a broken, repentant soul. 

God had prepared a special creature in the depths of the ocean to save Jonah from death. But God didn’t save Jonah because God was done with Jonah. 

God saved Jonah, because Jonah had a job to do. 

Jonah 3:1-2 (KJV) 
1 And the word of the LORD came unto Jonah the second time, saying, 
2 Arise, go unto Nineveh, that great city, and preach unto it the preaching that I bid thee. 

I imagine Jonah heard those words and they were a balm to his soul. No, he still wasn’t excited about returning to Nineveh, but He was excited to hear the Lord’s voice once again. 

He had fled from God. He had tried life without God. He had found it miserable a place where there were “bars” and that was a “living Hell,” if you read Jonah’s prayer in chapter 2. 

No, that voice of God was good to hear. And what did God say when he found Jonah on that beach? The same thing it was when Jonah heard God the first time in chapter 1. 

Go.

Go to Nineveh, that great city.

Go to Nineveh that great city and preach the preaching I have given you. 

This time there is one slight difference. The first message by God was “preach against it.” But this second message reads like, “Preach the message I give you.” 

The first time God called Jonah, Jonah didn’t go. Why? Jonah was a big man in Israel. A popular prophet. To go to Nineveh was to sacrifice credibility, reputation as a patriot in Israel. 

Plus, it was absurd to think of Nineveh even listening to the message. It would be like walking into the mosques of Iran or the palace of Kim Jung Il of North Korea and telling them that God is going to judge them. 

You’ll notice that the word used of Nineveh, “exceeding great.” They were great in size, in influence, in prosperity, in evil. 
And so you’d think this: Nobody in this city is going to listen to a Jewish prophet. But that’s just it. God is saying to Jonah, “It’s not your message, it’s mine. Preach it.” 
I’m reminded of Moses, who had failed before to lead Israel against Egypt. When God told him to confront Pharaoh, Moses had all kinds of excuses. 
God said to Moses, “Go and say I Am hath sent you.” This was the same with Jonah. It wasn’t about the messenger. And it never is. 

God calls us to go, to preach the gospel. And he’s the one who works in the hears of the hearers. Revival isn’t about the strategy, though that’s important. Its’ not about the craftiness of the messenger, though that’s important. Revival is about the message, the timeless message of the Gospel. 

We learn two things about God here. First, we learn that God is the God of second chances. 
I’m reminded of Jesus’ words with Peter on the beach, right there when Peter had about given up on ministry. Peter, who had publicly denied the Lord, failed Jesus at the most critical moment. The strong one, who had become a public embarrassment. 

Jesus said to Peter, “Feed my sheep.” The most important job in this age of the church is to feed the flock of God. And who did God use to proclaim His Word?

Peter. 

If you don’t learn anything learn this. God only uses broken people. People who are dinged up by sin and the world. 

In fact, if you read the stories in the Bible, you’ll find one consistent theme. There is a thread of grace that runs through Adam, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, David, Peter, Paul. 

The Bible records their real lives, their failures, their sins, their humanity. God uses broken, failed people. 

Which means God can use you. God can use me. 

We think that God is looking for perfect people. But God’s using broken people. At the end of the day, we're all Jonah. God gets the most out of us only after we've been broken, stripped of our pride, and left only with the message He has given us, the message of grace.

Even though Jonah was a rebel, God pursued. And though God’s desire was for Jonah to go the first time, Jonah was actually a better messenger the second time. 

Rod Mattoon says this, “The Prodigal Son came home to a banquet, not a beating; he returned to kisses, not kicks. Beloved, God is a God of a second chance!”
Jonah didn’t walk into Nineveh as the great prophet of God. He walked in as a humble example of grace, a living testimony of what God wanted to do in the hearts of the Ninevites. 

And so it is, my dear friend, that God is calling you. Imperfect. Like Jonah, you carry your baggage into your Nineveh and you too are a trophy of God’s grace. Maybe like Jonah the sea water is still fresh on your clothes and you still bear the scars of your rebellion. 

The enemy wants to shame you into thinking you’re too dinged up, but God says to go, to preach, to share. 

We also see that the call, the message never changes. God said to go. Go to Nineveh. God preach repentance. 

Same message. Same need. It hadn’t changed in the time Jonah was absent. And so it is, the call of God is the same, even after we’ve rebelled. 

You might think you’re too sinful to preach the gospel and see your Nineveh’s converted, but you’d be wrong. 

Just because rebel, it doesn’t mean God’s Word changes. God’s call to us is still the same. The need is still the same. It doesn’t go away and the Great commission is not optional. We can’t hide behind our failures, our inadequacies. Because the revival, the mission isn’t dependent upon that anyways. 
So Jonah responded to God’s call. The Bible says that Jonah arose and responded to God’s call. 

Jonah 3:3-4 (ESV) 
3 So Jonah arose and went to Nineveh, according to the word of the Lord. Now Nineveh was an exceedingly great city, three days’ journey in breadth. 
4 Jonah began to go into the city, going a day’s journey. And he called out, “Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!” 

I think we have to think back to where Jonah was. He was in the belly of a fish and miraculously, God spoke to that fish and heaved Jonah onto dry land. Creation bends to the whim of the Creator. 

I imagine Jonah lay there in a state of shock and awe. As we’ll see in chapter four, Jonah still hadn’t completely repented, He didn’t really capture the heart of God toward Nineveh. 

In fact, if you read closely his words in chapter two, he seems to be in some ways acting as if the Ninevites were heathen and he was part of the “righteous.” But nevertheless, Jonah is going to Nineveh. Which means you don’t have to be perfect, have all your ducks in a row, to be used by God. 
I’ve been wondering just where that fish deposited Jonah. We presume he was deposited on the coast of Palestine, near where he began. 

So Jonah arose and went to Nineveh. The text implies he went immediately. Because this was a month-long journey, we assume he gathered some of his supplies from his home, probably took a shower, and then headed out. 
He didn’t linger. He didn’t wait. He went. There was an urgency. Nineveh was still there. They needed to hear the message. 

It says here that Nineveh was an exceeding great city and it took him three days journey. There is much speculation over this, because as archeologists have constructed the city of Nineveh, which across the Tigris River from the modern-day Mosul, Iraq, the city is not nearly big enough to have taken three days to travel around. 

Some have speculated this might mean that it took Jonah three days to stop and travel and do all the teaching and preaching. But others feel as I do, that Nineveh refers to the entire area. 

In that day, cities were often small—remember there were no cars, highways, etc, to stretch cities out. They were small, walled off cities. 

In those days, there were actually four cities in this region. Nineveh itself had a 50-ft-thick inner wall, for protection in case of attack. But often people lived outside the city in suburbs, to farm and get outside the city. There were actually four cities around Nineveh. What you might call suburbs. 

Today, when someone says they are visiting our area, they say, “We’re going to Chicago.” But we often mean the entire region. You get the idea. This was a big area, a wide region. Some estimate 600,000 people in this area. 

I Imagine as Jonah approached the city, he grew a bit fearful. This was a modern-day city. They were powerful, fierce, and the envy of the world. 
But to Jonah’s credit, it says he preached right away. It says after one-day’s journey. We believe that to mean Jonah preached the first day he was there. If it took three days to journey around the city, Jonah preached the first day. 

Jonah had an urgency about the task. The first time, Jonah fled. The second time, Jonah had an urgency. HE got up right away and got to work. 

There is a lesson here for us. If you’ve failed God, Satan wants you to wallow in defeat. But God says, “Hey, get up. The message is still the same, the duty is still the same, start from here and start right now.” 

There is always an urgency about rebels who come back to God. I think of Franklin Graham. He was a rebel without a cause now he’s a rebel with a cause. Sometimes rebel’s come back stronger and fiercer than when they started. 

When we come back to God, we come back to where we started. God doesn’t change is call for every Christian. Just because you’ve messed up your life doesn’t absolve you from fulfilling the Great Comission, from preaching the Word and being a part of God’s mission of revival. 

God Prepares a People for Revival

But as great as Jonah’s comeback story is, this isn’t really about Jonah anyways. 
This book is more about Jonah’s God. This book is God saying: Give me the most evil, vile, ungodly, wicked people on this earth, folks who were known and bragged about their savagery and I will show you what I can do in their hearts. I wills how you how big my grace is. 
I go back to the meaning of the word, exceeding great, same word as a generic term for God, Elohim. You might say city of God. Like, Jonah, we look at places of corruption and violence and all we see are corruption and violence. We invite and want God’s judgment on those cities. 

But, these are God’s cities. Places of sin like Las Vegas and San Franscisco and Washington, D.C. and New York and Chicago and Tehran and Tokyo and Copenhagen and Sidney and Paris. 
Christians often look at these cities as cities not worth saving. But these are God’s cities. They are places God is at work and wants to save. And God calls us to go to them as he called Jonah. And unbeknownst to us, He’s doing a work in their hearts. 

God was preparing these Ninevites for revival. What Jonah didn’t see and still at this point doesn’t see is how God was working in the hearts of these people to bring them to a place of repentance. 

History tells us that Nineveh, while a world power, was experiencing a period of trouble. 

God was striking at the heart of their false religions. They had just seen two worldwide famines. And a total eclipse of the son had just dawned. 

In their culture, this was a message to them that the gods were angry. But there’s more. 

Have you ever thought what happened to those sailors? After God calmed the storm, they came to faith in Jehovah. I imagine they went back to Joppa and the story spread throughout the world. Most believe these sailors were Phoneicians, known for their trade on the open seas. 

These people were highly religious. And at the center of their worship was the god Dagon. He was the fish-god who was half man and half fish. Perhaps the sailors saw Jonah swallowed by this mammoth fish. 

But perhaps some saw Jonah deposited on the shore by this fish. People had to have witnessed it. I don’t think it happened in the middle of the night. 

So you see how this story spread far and wide throughout Nineveh, who was already a bit nervous about the anger of the gods. I imagine this story about the storm and the fish circulates in the city, from one person to another. News like this travels fast. 

People here it and some believe, but most dismiss it, but deep down they’re scared. They just endured famine. They just saw an eclipse of the sun. 

Then the man who came from a fish stumbles into their town and says this: 
Jonah 3:4-5 (ESV) 
4 Jonah began to go into the city, going a day’s journey. And he called out, “Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!” 
5 And the people of Nineveh believed God. They called for a fast and put on sackcloth, from the greatest of them to the least of them. 

Revival broke out. The greatest revival in history. Bigger than Pentecost. Bigger than anything we’ve seen in our time. 

How did this happen? And can this kind of revival happen in our time? I believe it can, but we must understand the seeds of revival: 

First, it begins with a humble man. A disgruntled prophet who hated these people. Does God need great men? No. God needs obedient men. 

Secondly, it begins with a simple message. Jonah’s message was five words in the Hebrew. I think its telling that Jonah’s message is only five words. Five is the number of grace. I have no doubt Jonah’s message was much longer. Here I believe Jonah, writing under the inspiration of the Spirit, said, “The story of this is not about what my message was. It’s about what God did in Nineveh.” And so it is today. 

The words we use, they are important, but ultimately its not my preaching alone that saves men. It’s not my clever methods. It’s God, who takes our faithful preaching and uses it to stir the hearts of men. 

It’s not about the man, the methods or the movement. It’s about God. The story of Jonah is not about Jonah, its about God.

And what is that message? Now obviously we believe Jonah gave them more than what he shared here—because if you look at their response, they knew what to do. And these pagans didn’t know anything about Jehovah. 

But, the thrust of this message was that they were under sin. God was going to judge them. Time was short and if they didn’t repent, they’d be in danger of destruction. 

That’s the same message God has given us today. Churches today are loathe to preach this message. Nobody wants to hear about sin. But my friend, we must preach that people are under sin, because if they don’t they won’t hear about the Savior. 

There is a coming judgement, my friends. There is a day when all will stand before a holy and righteous God. And God isn’t going to wait forever. 

For these folks it was 40 days. And if you look at Scripture, 40 days is always the time that God gave people as a warning before judgement would come. 

What brings revival in America? The preaching of the Word. What does America need most? They need the faithful preaching of faithful men and women. People need to be aware of the knowledge of sin. 

Third, it must be accompanied by humility. Look what happened here. They were clothed in sackcloth and ashes. That was a sign of remorse. This is what the sailors did. 
Even the king did this. At the heart of the gospel message is a call to humiity. To realize that there is a God up there in Heaven who is the judge of all the earth. And we’re not God. We bow before him. 

The problem with most people accepting the gospel is not that they feel they are too bad, its that they feel they are good, religious. 

But these folks were aware of their evil. God has written the law on the hearts of every man. Its often easier to take the gospel to the most depraved, because their conscience tells them they are in sin.

Who came to faith in Jesus’ day? Not many Pharisees. It was the heathen. The tax collector, the women at the well, the prostitute. 

Fourth, we see that it was personal. Notice that Jonah didn’t first go to the King. He went to the people. Revival starts in the heart of individuals. Revival starts at home. 
We pray for revival in America as though one party winning or one movement winning will help. But we’ve had evangelical presidents in office for years and have not seen revival. Revival begins on the local level as we, the Jonah’s of today, go to those people we hate and loathe and whose lifetyles we despise. 

Then it filters up to the highest levels. Real revival is uncontainable. It’s unstoppable by powers. Notice that it rose to the King: 

Jonah 3:6-9 (ESV) 
6 The word reached the king of Nineveh, and he arose from his throne, removed his robe, covered himself with sackcloth, and sat in ashes. 
7 And he issued a proclamation and published through Nineveh, “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.” 

It was noticed by the King. There was something palpable going on. I remember reading about revival in the 1800’s. And it didn’t start with a political leader or even with an evangelist. It began with people in New York City who decided to pray, on their own, every day at lunch time. 

Soon, more and more people would attend this lunch-time meeting. Soon they had to find another venue and soon it became such a force that it attracted the attention of those in power. 

Revival my friends starts here. With God’s people. God has to punish us of our disobedience. We, like Jonah, have ignored his call to preach the uncompromising truth to Nineveh. 

We preach for revival like it’s the other people who need to change. But its us who needs to change and when we do, it becomes contagious and the world can’t contain it. 

Fifth, we notice that revival affects everything. Notice the king even had the animals fast. Now animals don’t like fasting and don’t’ know what it means. Animals can’t have remorse and can’t repent. But this was an acknowledgement by the king that all of Creation is under the mercy of God. 

You see, sin affects all of creation. Romans tells us that all of creation groans and travails for the coming of the Lord. All of creation suffers under the curse. But, the gospel is God’s redemptive plan to renew all of creation. And ultimately, the gospel will rescue God’s original creation and we’ll enjoy that in the Kingdom and in eternity. 

I think its interesting that Assyria, with Nineveh as its capital, experienced their greatest success in the years after this revival. It think its no coincidence. Proverbs tells us “blessed is the nation whose God is the Lord.” 

You see, all of life operates under the control of God. For too long we’ve accepted this idea that you have moral issues and you have economic issues. But the moral issues affect the economic issues. The gospel is at the heart of what our nation and all nations need. 
Sixth, at the heart of revival is a cry for the mercy of God. Look at the hearts of these once proud, once evil people. These were people who bragged about their sexual exploits, their cruelty in battle, their financial prowess. Now hear what the King says: 
Jonah 3:9 (ESV) 
9 Who knows? God may turn and relent and turn from his fierce anger, so that we may not perish.” 

They were begging for God’s mercy. And that is at the heart of revival at the heart of the gospel message. Any gospel that elevates the goodness of man is not a gospel. We are at the mercy of a righteous and holy God. 

We read in Lamentations: 

Lamentations 3:22 (KJV) 
22 It is of the LORD'S mercies that we are not consumed, because his compassions fail not. 

These people, for the first time, came face to face with both their evil and the righteousness of God and they realized the gravity of their offense against God. 
Folks, this must be in our preaching. The gospel message is that we have offended a holy and righteous God. We must make people aware of their sin.

I was at a conference this year and I heard a guy going through tracts and he said about one that mentioned sin. “Yeah, I guess its good to mention sin.” I thought, “wait a minute, good?” It’s vital. 

If there is no sin, there is no need for a Savior. If there is no sin, there is no grace. 

Grace only enters when we fall on our face and we acknowledge our sinfulness. This is why folks in prison come to Christ easier than folks in religious denominations. They see their evil up close and cry out for God’s mercy. 
Seven – Real Revival invites the mercy of a loving God. The Ninevites saw that God was righteous and holy and sovereign over all creation. But they also experienced his love. 

The scriptures say that God repented. Some translate it relent. It seems to violate one of God’s characteristics, that God doesn’t change. He’s immutable. 

And yet we see here as we see in Genesis that God “repents.” So, did God change? Does God change? 

What this is God using a human phrase to describe a divine principle. He brought God down to us, because in our finite understanding we can’t grasp the Godhead. 

God repented, or relented doesn’t mean God changes. Doesn’t mean he bends at our whims. What it means is God is ready to cancel his wrath when he seens repentance? 
Turn if you will to Jeremiah 18: 

Jeremiah 18:7-10 (ESV) 
7 If at any time I declare concerning a nation or a kingdom, that I will pluck up and break down and destroy it, 
8 and if that nation, concerning which I have spoken, turns from its evil, I will relent of the disaster that I intended to do to it. 
9 And if at any time I declare concerning a nation or a kingdom that I will build and plant it, 
10 and if it does evil in my sight, not listening to my voice, then I will relent of the good that I had intended to do to it. 

Ray Pritchard describes God’s “repenting” like this: 

We might say that God is immutable but not immobile. He is stable but not static. He responds to the changing conditions on the earth by presenting different aspects of his personality. He responds to us as we respond to him. Consider a father dealing with his children. When they obey, they experience his pleasure. When they disobey, they face his justice. When they are hurt, they feel his compassion. He’s always the same father, but with many sides to his character. The same is true with God. What may seem to be an inconsistency with God is simply God displaying another aspect of his character to us. Since we are so changeable, it shouldn’t surprise that God seems to change in the display of who he is. We can rest on the words of Numbers 23:19, “God is not a man, that he should lie, nor a son of man, that he should change his mind.”
God did meet out judgement on Nineveh, but not this generation, because they turned to God. It was delayed 120 years. 

God’s original intention was to relent of the coming wrath upon Nineveh, otherwise he wouldn’t have sent Jonah. And God’s intention today is to save the Nineveh’s of this world. 
One commentator said. "In reality God's repenting in the face of man's repentance is Jesus Christ. Each time there is any question of this repenting in Scripture we thus have a new prophecy of Jesus Christ who puts into effect both the justice of God and also the love of God without doing despite to either the one or the other." 

Today, we are God’s Jonah’s, sent to warn the world. God wants to relent of His judgement. He has provided Jesus who bore the wrath of God for sin. 
Jesus told the Pharisees in Mathew: “The men of Nineveh will rise up at the judgment with this generation and condemn it, for they repented at the preaching of Jonah, and behold, something greater than Jonah is here.”

The Jewish people had much more truth revealed than the people of Nineveh. Nineveh had a washed-up, disgruntled prophet. The people of Jesus day had Jesus Himself, whose teaching was full of grace and truth. And so their accountability to God is even greater. 
I think of people who hear this message and say, “That’s a judgmental message, a terrible message.” 
But its not. It’s a message of grace. Why? Because the very fact that God sent Jesus to the earth and has sent us as His ambassadors in every generation to warn of coming judgment and share the hope of the cross is the very evidence of His love. 

Closing: 
I want to personalize this story. Because its easy to just think of it as a nice story. That the Nineveh’s are somehow out there. 

But every day God asks us to face our Nineveh’s, those missions in life that we just don’t want to do. And I think, like Jonah, we don’t want to go, because of the greatness of the task. Nineveh was a giant task. Too big for us. But God says to go and He’ll do the reviving, we just be faithful.

I think of my Nineveh. Honestly, my Nineveh is fatherhood. IF there is one area of life that intimidates me by its bigness, its to be a good Dad. I feel comfortable leading a church and preaching. But doing the hard work of fathering is intimidating and I often want to shrink back. I’ll, like Jonah, go 1,000 miles the other way—work harder at what I’m comfortable with, then go 500 miles to Nineveh. 

Maybe for you its obeying God’s call to purity as a young person. Or to love your wife or respect your husband. Or maybe its talking to that neighbor who seems so alienated from the gospel. 

Like Jonah, I lack the faith to see that God can take me, broken and incompetent, and help me lead revival in my family. We don’t see the work God is doing in the Nineveh he is calling us to. 
But every day God is ready to start anew with me and start anew with you. "The victorious Christian life," said George H. Morrison, "is a series of new beginnings.

Maybe you’re marriage is your Nineveh. Maybe you’re parenting is your Nineveh. Maybe you’re relationships are your Nineveh. 

Today, tomorrow, God wants you to get up and He’ll give you a second chance to do what you know you were supposed to do at the first: obey God’s Word.  

I want to close by reading this out of the old set of commentaries, Handfuls on Purpose: 

“It is easier doing great things for God than little things for the Devil. It was easier for Daniel to go to the lions' den than deny his God. It was easier for our faithful Scottish martyrs to go to the fires than to deny the faith. But where did Jonah learn this obedience? He learned it where most of us have had to learn it—in the depths, when the floods compassed him about, when the waves and billows passed over him, and the weeds were wrapped about his head. We would not always pity the afflicted if we understood the purpose of God. May God plunge many more into the belly of Hell, if so be that it will bring them to repentance.
– Handfuls on Purpose.
