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INTRODUCTION

I want to start by recognizing that last week was a fairly aggressive message to call each of us to repentance.  I want you to know as your pastor that the reason why I preach these things with such passion is because I love you and am called to care for your soul.

One thing that I have seen again and again is that soft words produce hard people, and hard words produce soft people.  I love each of you too much to not desire your softness before each other and before God.  I am praying that as God’s word comes in truth and power, accompanied by the amen of the Holy Spirit, you will fall on your face before the God that made you and worship Him in spirit and truth.


Today there will be two miracles we will see.  One is a man named Jonah swallowed by a giant fish, the other is a man named David who will preach a short message!

STUDY

Yesterday my daughter Madison became very sick.  She began vomiting at about 1:00 and it lasted until she went to bed at about 9:30.  

My wife and I were trying to comfort her, as she really had nothing left to exit from her system, she was in a tremendous amount of pain and discomfort.  

As she had her head hung over the bowl, she asked me why God didn’t answer her prayer to get better.  Then she said something to me that made me pause for a good minute and it placed this message in context for me.  She said, “am I not important to God?”

Coming from the mouth of my six year old little girl was a theological question that has such depth and such weight to it that it was almost emotionally overwhelming for me. “Am I not important to God?”  

You see, that is the conclusion that some of us have come to in our lives, even as we identify ourselves as believers and followers of Jesus Christ. 

It is a conclusion that seems to follow logically if you are in a situation where you feel God is not dealing with you fairly, or healing you when He certainly has the power to, or even listening to you because at times He doesn’t seem to answer.

Even now at this point of the sermon, as I was typing it into my computer last night at 12:54 am, I realized that one reason my daughter was sick, was to ask her father a question that would change the course of the study he was to prepare for God’s people.

So in the Spirit of my daughter’s question, I hope to answer her this morning and bring you to a place of the awareness of God’s pursuit for you out of His great love.

Romans 5:8 sums up the next chapter of Jonah “But God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”

LAST WEEK

For those that were here last week, we read chapter one and identified with Jonah as we read of God’s call for Him to go east to Nineveh and “cry out against them” and Jonah’s subsequent response of running to Joppa to catch a ship heading west, to the end of Jonah’s world during this time, to Tarshish.  

We will more clearly understand the reason for his running as we read chapter four in a couple of weeks.  It was because he knew God would show mercy to the Ninevites and he hated the Ninevites with a passion.  

Nineveh is located in present day Iraq across the Tigris River from Mosul.  

Nineveh had a hundred foot wall around it that was wide enough it could line up 3 chariots side by side to race around its circumference.  

The Ninevites hated the Hebrew people and God, and that feeling was mutual since they tried to exterminate them on three previous occasions.

So Jonah refuses to pursue a people that don’t know his God and preach to them so they will ask God for forgiveness and experience His grace.

What happens to Jonah aboard the ship?  He is surrounded by men that don’t know God, the storm begins to brew and soon it is threatening to break up the boat as it crushes it with it’s massive waves, they ask Jonah who he is and what he has done and Jonah responds by telling them he is a Hebrew and that he fears the Lord God of heaven who made everything!  

The men become “exceedingly afraid” because they knew that Jonah was running from God and they were about to die because of his rebellion and sin, and instead of throwing him overboard like he requests, they try to row to shore.  

The storm gets worse, God is not allowing them to flee any further so they declare God’s power, ask Him for forgiveness, throw Jonah overboard, give a sacrifice right there on the deck as they make their vows to Jonah’s God.

Jonah ends up telling the men on the ship about the God they did not know and they come to Him in fearful faith and worship Him!

The exact opposite of what Jonah wanted, but the exact plan of God for even the salvation of the sailors.

I am sure that as the they are looking at waves large enough to crush them, they feared for their life and cried out with a passionate, heartfelt, sincere cry to God as they realized their finiteness and frailty when He shows just a glimpse of His power.

But here is Jonah, rebelling from God, placing himself in God’s displeasure and now feeling the effects of his own sin as he plunges into the water.

But God is in pursuit of Jonah.  God is pursuing Jonah as a father pursues his 2 year old that runs for the busy street.  God is not finished with Jonah.

Now we see God’s sovereignty in preparing a giant fish, perhaps a whale, to swallow up Jonah.

It’s not accident that the giant fish was right there and the right time.  Verse 17 of chapter one says:

1:17 Now the LORD had prepared a great fish to swallow Jonah. And Jonah was in the belly of the fish three days and three nights.

God’s creatures do as He commands, yet Jonah thinks he can run from God, hide from God, rebel from God, and now his time of running and rebelling comes to an end.

As he tries to run from the will of God, and as he trips on his own dangling shoelaces, it is just a fact: nothing can be in its right order when you are living in rebellion against the will of God.

Jonah went down to Joppa, down into the heart of the ship, now he goes down in the fish’s belly, and that fish takes him down to the deep.

This is exactly what happens to us as we try to move away from God.  It doesn’t free us, it only increases gravity and causes us to go down even further.  We will be brought down by the circumstances of life, our own conscience will bring us down, and God’s hand will bring you down until there is nothing left of your self-reliance and self-will.

But here is the grace of God!  Even when we think that all is hopelessly lost, when we assume that nothing will get better, when we foolishly try to stifle the hope of our God’s victory over every trial and tribulation, God hears your cries.  

Verses 1-2

1 Then Jonah prayed to the LORD his God from the fish's belly.

2 And he said: "I cried out to the LORD because of my affliction, And He answered me. "Out of the belly of Sheol I cried, And You heard my voice.

Just as Joseph went down into the pit prepared by his brothers, down into slavery, down into Egypt, and down in the dungeon, God intended all of his experience and tribulation to be used for an ultimate good, to save the lives of thousands when the famine hit.

So God may very well be doing the same with your circumstances to save you from your famine as He brings to pass all things working together for good for those that love Him and are called according to His purpose.

Yesterday I received some pretty troubling news.  Someone that my wife and I know and have spoken to on a few occasions tried to commit suicide.  

We don’t know her very well, and we’re not sure exactly why she did this since we haven’t been able to get all the detail, but one thing we know is true, she was probably asking the same question my daughter was last night “am I not important to God?”

Stop for just a moment and try to understand Jonah’s situation.  He sinned against God, and God is completely just in punishing Him, even unto death.  He is thrown into a raging sea and a huge fish comes along and swallows him whole and he slides his way down into the fish’s belly.  

Jonah is in a situation in which he knows he is guilty, he knows he was wrong, and he knows what he is receiving he deserves.  But what Jonah doesn’t know is that the fish was not there to kill him but to save him!

Jonah sees from a human perspective the doom of the sea and then the doom of a huge fish swallowing him, but God prepared that fish, and it’s God’s grace that is keeping him alive in the belly of the whale.

So what does Jonah do?  Does he give up?  Does he throw up his hands in utter hopelessness?  No, verse 1 says that Jonah prayed to the Lord for the fish’s belly!  He refused to pray when the captain asked him to on the ship, but now that he realizes he is ruined he prays.  He lifts his eyes to the Lord and he cries out to God and God hears his prayer.

Jonah completely understands that it is his sin, and Jonah completely understands that God is the cause of his distress.  

It was God’s waves that crashed into the ship, and it is God’s fish that swallowed him whole.  He understands that and cries out still.

You see there is something in us that demands answers to the question of our pain.  We want God to tell us why we are suffering so it will make us feel better about what we’re going through. 

The problem is this, Jonah knew why he was going through and yet he still disobeyed.  


There are times in our lives when we think we are at the bottom, and all we are doing is clinging to the sides.  And when God comes to shake the can so we will finally come to the end of ourselves, it is painful.

But through all of this, God’s grace continues to pursue Jonah.  

The three days in the fishes belly is no accident.  That’s how long it had to be, that’s how long God designed he would be in the fish.

Yet Jonah prays for deliverance, and perhaps that prayer came on the first day, perhaps on the second, but whenever it came God knew how and when it would be answered.

Some of us have come to the conclusion that because God doesn’t answer our prayer, he really doesn’t care about us.   Nothing could be further from the truth if we are His children.  It isn’t that he doesn’t care about us, it’s that He is more concerned about our health than our comfort!  And sometimes our cries come because we are uncomfortable and God’s answer is silence because He wants us to develop into healthy productive children that are able to do the work He has given to us.

I want you to walk away with this first lesson and I pray it stick on your memory.  Even when Jonah was in deep rebellion to God, and running from him, even when he was at his deepest and darkest moment, he prayed and God heard his prayer.  His prayer goes on…

Verses 3-8

3 For You cast me into the deep, Into the heart of the seas, And the floods surrounded me; All Your billows and Your waves passed over me. 4 Then I said, 'I have been cast out of Your sight; Yet I will look again toward Your holy temple.' 5 The waters surrounded me, even to my soul; The deep closed around me; Weeds were wrapped around my head. 6 I went down to the moorings of the mountains; The earth with its bars closed behind me forever; Yet You have brought up my life from the pit, O LORD, my God. 7 "When my soul fainted within me, I remembered the LORD; And my prayer went up to You, Into Your holy temple. 8 "Those who regard worthless idols Forsake their own Mercy.

God’s sovereign love is in control of everything.  Jonah says that God has brought his life up from the pit.  

This is the Gospel.  That we were dead in our sin and trespasses before God, that none of us were seeking Him, that none of us are righteous, and that the wages of our sin was death, yet God in His grace pursues us and calls us out of love to His Son and He gives us a repentant heart and faith in Christ, and Christ saves us by placing what He did on the cross into our account and raising us up from dead.  He breathes life into us and we become new creatures in Him because of His perfect obedience to the Father, His substitutionary death upon the cross, and His raising from the dead as He leaves an empty tomb to show His victory.

Do you hear what Jonah is saying?  That God brought Him from the pit, even when his soul fainted within him, he remembered the LORD.

Don’t give in to a sense of despondency and hopelessness.  You are not as far gone as Jonah.  You may think God has cast you off, but Jonah knew he was.  You may feel you are in the pits, but Jonah had been there three days in the black slime of the fish’s belly.  You may fear you have missed God’s will for your life, but Jonah understood that he was the rebel who was running. 

But still he looked to the Lord.

And so can you.  You can, right now, before you move one inch, stop fidgeting in your seat.  Don’t wait to set things right before you come to the Lord any more than Jonah did.  

Turn your heart and your eyes, lay your burdens at His feet, by faith accept that Jesus is more than a sufficient sacrifice on your behalf, and God promises that He will come with salvation in hand.

Have you ever asked the question, why did the Lord even bother with Jonah?  Why didn’t He simply find another servant?  

God brought Jonah back the same reason that He ransomed you from the dead and bought you, so that you might be a sign to unbelievers.  Your life would testify of the message you preach.  

Jonah’s life testified that God would judge a sinner without partiality, find him guilty, and cast him into a watery grave.  But from this grave, the Lord lifts the guilty to life and service.  The sign of Jonah proclaims the gospel truth about the justice and mercy of God.

When Jonah finally went to preach in Nineveh, why should the people believe him?  Why should the people of San Diego believe you?  

Jonah had to be believed because he was a sign himself.  His life demonstrates the entirety of God’s message from Genesis to Revelation, sin and grace.  

God is righteous and judges sin to the point of death, and yet God in His mercy restores the sinner to life.

And with Jesus there is no other option, no other way, and no other possibility of rising from the dead.  

We can’t save ourselves from the storm, we can’t make ourselves right before God, and we can’t impress God with our money or talent.  We can’t work to God by climbing a ladder of success, only when we place our faith in the Son of God will the storm cease.

Our importance to God is demonstrated by the sacrifice of the perfect Son on the cross.  Our importance to God is demonstrated by God’s pursuit of a wayward child that is not looking for his Father.  Our importance is demonstrated by God’s sovereign love that turns our hearts to him and clothes us in His grace.  

This grace that comes without our seeking and lifts us up from the pit, is given so that we will be the sign of the message we preach to this great city we live in.  It will be a sign of the dead rising to life in Christ.  It will be of God’s forgiveness of our sins.  It will be a sign of God’s pursuing love for His children.

Verse 9

9 But I will sacrifice to You With the voice of thanksgiving; I will pay what I have vowed. Salvation is of the LORD."

This is the crux of the entire book of Jonah.  Salvation is of the LORD.

These last words of Jonah’s resurrection prayer reflect the nature of true faith:

First, true faith clings to the Lord even when he is chastening you.

It’s like a child that is riding on a merry-go-round.  The faster it spins the tighter the child clings.  A person with true faith will cry out to the Lord even as he sinks into the dark abyss.

Second, true faith offers a continued sacrifice of thanks to the Lord. 

 In the belly of the fish, Jonah had no other choice.  But his sacrifice was still acceptable, because God desires the loyalty of the heart.

Third, true faith manifests itself in keeping its word.  Once Jonah is released from the fish, he heads to Nineveh.  He made a vow to the Lord, and faith kept it.

You and I have vowed to the Lord.  As a believer, we have said we would live as a Christian.  We have vowed to support His church by assisting with His work.  We have vowed to turn ourselves from sin and walk according to His word.  

Fourth, true faith recognizes that salvation is from the Lord, and from the Lord alone.

Verse 10

10 So the LORD spoke to the fish, and it vomited Jonah onto dry land.

When God speaks to the fish, instantly Jonah is taken from darkness to light.  

The fish that was his dungeon is now his ride to the beach!

I told my daughter that just as the fish vomited a prophet who is now sent to preach, so her sickness produced a message for a preacher to preach.

Jonah’s rebels, God’s pursues, Jonah despairs, God hears and delivers, Jonah gives thanks and exalts God’s sovereignty in salvation.

“Am I not important to the Lord?”  I would say that the cross of Christ should answer that question for each of us this morning.  

That message alone speaks of God’s infinite love and mercy and compassion and grace, as He not only says that we are His offspring, but He proves His love towards us in that while we were yet sinners Christ died for us.

The Sailors Cry out and are saved.  Jonah cries out and is saved.  Nineveh cries out and is saved.  God’s saves each, and he brings each to an end of himself through his sovereign work.

Each one crying out in distress, and each one God hears and delivers.  

Cry out to God and he will hear your prayer of faith.

Communion and tithe.

