THE RELUCTANT PROPHET

Part 1

Jonah's Journey of Disobedience and God's Unfailing Grace

Life often throws us curveballs, pushing us in new, sometimes uncomfortable directions.
We change majors, switch jobs, or navigate shifting relationships. These moments of
redirection can be frightening. What do we do when God speaks to us, nudging us towards
a new path? Many Christians, when their comfortable "boat" of life gets a little rocky, cling
to familiarity, prioritizing safety over divine redirection. We might strive for a predictable life,
content with minimal involvement in God's grander plans, hoping to maintain the confines
of our carefully constructed comfort zones. But then, God asks, "Did you ever read Jonah?"

The story of Jonah is more than just a "fish story." It's a profound narrative about responding
to God's voice, especially when He disrupts our normal patterns. This four-chapter book
reveals God's immense compassion for humanity and His desire to use us in an "amazing
life" — if only we'd release our grip on the familiar.

The book begins with a clear command: "Now the word of the Lord came to Jonah..." (Jonah
1:1). God instructs Jonah to embark on an uncomfortable mission: travel 700 miles
northeast to Nineveh, an enemy nation, and preach an eight-sentence sermon. Jonah's
response is the opposite of obedience. He flees to Tarshish, the furthest point he could
imagine, seeking to escape God's presence.

This reluctance isn’t unique to Jonah. There is something inside of us that makes us a bit
like Jonah. Many of us have experienced God's redirection — perhaps not a cross-country
move, but adjustments to relationships, finances, or family life — and our "sin" fights against
His voice. We make excuses: "Not me, Lord," or "I'm too young." The Bible is filled with
similar examples: Moses' speech impediment and Jeremiah's youth. Yet, God persistently
calls.

Jonah’s escape attempt leads him "down" — from Joppa, into the belly of a ship, then into
the turbulent sea. He believes a boat ride to Spain will remove him from God's reach. But
"you can run from God, but you can never outrun God."



God Rocks the Boat: Divine Intervention and Unexpected Salvation

Verse 4, “But the Lord hurled a great wind upon the sea..." (Jonah 1:4). This "But the Lord"
moment shatters Jonah's illusion of escape. The ship is violently tossed, cargo flies, sails
tear — a chaotic scene. What’s interesting is that these "Da-Da-Da" moments often involve
others. God didn't just rock Jonah's boat; He rocked everyone's. The pagan sailors, facing
certain death, pray to their idol gods and desperately throw cargo overboard, but to no
avail.

The captain finds Jonah sleeping through the storm, urging him to pray to his God. Jonah,
now confronted with the consequences of his actions, confesses his identity as a Hebrew
who fears the Lord of heaven, sea, and dry land. He declares, "Pick me up and hurl me into
the sea; then the sea will quiet down for you, for I know it is because of me that this great
storm has come upon you" (Jonah 1:12).

Reluctantly, the sailors throw Jonah overboard, and immediately, the sea grows calm. This
act of desperation, however, isn't the end. God steps in again with a powerful message of
salvation.

Salvation for All: Sailors and the Reluctant Prophet
God's intervention brings salvation in two remarkable ways:

1. Salvation for the Sailors: Jonah’s disobedience, paradoxically, becomes a conduit
for grace. The pagan sailors, witnessing God's power over the storm, "feared the
LORD exceedingly, and they offered a sacrifice to the LORD and made vows" (Jonah
1:16). God can use even a misdirected journey to bring salvation to those who were
far from Him. This mirrors Jesus calming the storm, leading His disciples to ask,
"Who is this that even the wind and waves obey him?" (Mark 4:41).

2. Salvation for Jonah: Verse 17 says that God once again comes to save the day. God
appoints a great fish to swallow Jonah and Jonah rides in the smelly, belly of the fish
for 3 days and 3 nights (Jonah 1:17). Imagine the God of the universe "remote
controlling" a whale to save a drowning, disobedient prophet. This demonstrates
God's immense love and care, orchestrating unseen events around us for our
salvation. Jonah had no idea of this miraculous deliverance; God's salvation is truly
amazing grace.

God's Compassion and Our Call to Adventure



God’s compassion is awe-inspiring. Many who initially ran from God, or were unaware of
His love, found their boats rocked and discovered the adventure of following Jesus is far
grander than simply clinging to a safe, predictable life. Jesus, our living Savior, re-charted
our course through His sacrifice on the cross, His time in the tomb, and His glorious
resurrection.

Questions:

1. What was Jonah’s love for the people of the city?
2. Willyou allow your lives to be redirected by God?

Part 2

Jonah's Prayer and God's Thorough Justice

In chapter 1 we saw Jonah running from God’s call to Nineveh. He boarded a ship to Spain,
the opposite direction. The Lord hurled a storm, forcing Jonah to confess his disobedience.
Thrown into the sea, he was swallowed by a great fish — a "bad day" for most, but a
miraculous rescue for Jonah. While living outside God’s will, he could not outrun God’s
grace.

Jonahis now in the belly of the great fish, our starting point for Chapter 2. He has gone
"down, down, down" —from Joppa, into the boat, into the sea, and now into the depths of
the fish.

The Question of Repentance

How bad does it have to get for Jonah to repent? Was it as he descended into the sea? In
the fish's belly? Or on the ship's deck, as the sailors prepared to throw him over? Jonah's
thought process likely involved desperate promises, "God, I'll go to Nineveh, I'll go wherever
after this..." But there was no escape.

This brings us to a core biblical truth: God is generous in His grace, but He is thorough with
His justice.

Jonah's Prayer of Surrender

Chapter 2:2 presents Jonah's prayer of surrender, a poetic reflection on God's grace. He
begins by expressing a universal human experience: "l called out to the LORD, out of my
distress, and he answered me" (Jonah 2:2). How often is our first genuine prayer in a long
time born from distress — a crisis, a broken relationship, a moment of being "busted"?



When we reach the end of ourselves, our intellect, self-confidence, and all we possess are
overpowered.

Jonah's prayer resonates because it mirrors our own desperate cries. He acknowledges his
deepening distress:

e \Verse 2: "out of the belly of Sheol" (the realm of the dead, deep below the earth).

¢ Verse 3: "the flood surrounded me, all your waves and your breakers passed over

n

me.
o« \Verse 4: "l am driven away from your sight" (ironically, what he initially desired).
e Verse 5: "The waters closed in over me... the deep surrounded me."

¢ Verse 6: "l went down to the land whose bars closed upon me."

e Verse 7: "My life was fainting away."

Locked in the fish's belly for three days and nights, Jonah experiences God's justice. This
justice isn't about payback; it's about "bring back." God's discipline aims to redirect him to
Nineveh, to prevent him from running again. The great fish, though a place of torture, is also
a vehicle for deliverance. His imprisonment is also his care; his pain is part of his
"corrective reeducation program." In the place of certain death, God meets him with life.

Consequences: Not Payback, But Bring Back

Applying this "God is generous in His grace, but He is thorough with His justice" principle to
our lives, we understand that God doesn't want to pay us back for our sins. Christ already
paid the price on the cross. Therefore, the consequences we face are not punishment for
sin, but rather a loving intervention to "bring us back," "win us back" into a healthy
relationship with Him.

Consider a loving parent correcting a child. If a child runs recklessly with scissors, a loving
parent steps in to stop the dangerous behavior, not out of malice, but out of care. The
"punishment" or corrective action isn't to pay the child back, but to ensure their safety and
bring them back into alignment with family rules. Similarly, God's justice, born from love,
seeks to restore us, even through the pain of disobedience.

The Gospel: Salvation Belongs to the Lord

"Verse 9. Salvation belongs to the LORD." This is the central verse. Our self-righteousness,
wealth, achievements — none of these are our salvation. God saves sinners by sheer grace



alone. Jonah, in the belly of the whale (and its "ambergris" — whale vomit), has arrived at
this profound truth.

Verse 10. “And the Lord spoke to the fish, and it vomited Jonah out upon the dry land."
Imagine Jonah, covered in whale vomit, drying out on the beach. While initially foul,
ambergris, as it ages, acquires a sweet, earthy scent, eventually becoming a valuable
component in perfume. "Jonah is bathed in God’s grace and comes out smelling like Old
Spice musk."

God is truly generous in His grace. If He orchestrates such a dramatic salvation for a
disobedient prophet, imagine what Jesus, who loves us deeply, will do for us.

Questions:

1. How much does God love Jonah?
2. Where do you find your salvation? (Jonah 2:9)

Part 3

The Word's Power and God's Masterpiece

We all appreciate getting good mail — perhaps a reward check, or better yet, a letter that
changes everything. Just as a significant letter can alter our life's course, so too can God's

Word. If a messenger faithfully delivers a life-altering message, imagine the impact of God’s

Word.

The Second Call: Jonah's Obedience

Jonah 3:1 “Then the word of the Lord came to Jonah the second time... saying, 'Arise, go to
Nineveh." (Jonah 3:1-2). Jonah, now on dry land, wrinkly and covered in fish guts, receives
the same urgent message he once fled. His mind races, recalling the first command. We
might question his ability to follow through, but this time, something is different.

Verse 3. “Jonah arose and went to Ninevah, according to the word of the Lord." The Word is
the driving force. God's Word is alive, moving people in profound ways. Some, like Jonah in
chapter 1, run from it. Others are transformed by it.



Jonah, after his three days in the whale, travels to Nineveh and preaches a short, eight-
sentence sermon of repentance. Remarkably, the people don't primarily believe Jonah; "No
they believed God" (Jonah 3:5). This highlights that the message's power comes not from
the messenger, but from God Himself.

Transformation in Nineveh

God's Word continues to move. Verse 6. “The word reached the king of Nineveh... And he
arose from his throne, removed his robe, covered himself with sackcloth, and sat in
(Jonah 3:6). The king and the entire city, over 120,000 people, instantly repent and

ashes...
turn from their violence and evil. God, seeing their repentance, relents from the disaster He
had threatened.

This demonstrates the transformative power of God's Word. "It will hot return to me empty,
but willaccomplish what | desire and achieve the purpose for which | sent it" (Isaiah 55:10-
11). Jesus, the living Word, demonstrated this power in the Gospels, inviting people to
"Come and see" (John 1:39). Encounters with the Word are impactful, like mixing Coca-
Cola and Mentos in a bottle or a "two-edged sword" (Hebrews 4:12), cutting to the heart,
revealing intentions, and leading to repentance, grace, and inner healing.

The Value of a Masterpiece: Dr. Gachet's Portrait

God sees Ninevah as a masterpiece in the making. Consider the portrait of Dr. Gachet by
Vincent van Gogh, once considered "degenerate art" by the Nazis, yet later sold for $82.5
million. Its value depends entirely on "how you see it." God sees Nineveh as a "masterpiece
in the making," valuing it far beyond any earthly price.

Questions:

1. How is God’s Word impacting your life?
2. Do you believe God’s Word could impact the life of people in your city?
3. Do you see your city as a masterpiece in the making?

Part4

Jonah's Anger and Grace for Nineveh

In Chapter 4, the story takes a "twist towards the evil side." Jonah had preached, and the
Ninevites repented. God forgave them. Verse 1. “But it displeased Jonah exceedingly... and
he was angry" (Jonah 4:1). What is the "it" that made Jonah so angry? Was it the Ninevites'
repentance, or God's decision to relent from disaster?



Jonah's fear wasn't what Nineveh might do to him, but "what God would do for the
Ninevites." He reveals the true reason for his initial flight. In Verse 2 Jonah prays and said,
“O LORD, is not this what | said when | was yet in my country (Israel)? That is why | made
haste to flee to Spain" (Jonah 4:2). Jonah knew God's character: "For | knew that you are a
gracious God and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, and relenting
from disaster" (Jonah 4:2).

Jonah, an Old Testament prophet, understood God's "moral will" (the Ten Commandments)
but had "never surrendered to the will of God’s salvation." This led to judgmentalism. The
danger of being "moral" without being "loving" is that we start seeing others as worthless,
disposable, undeserving of a second chance. Jonah's anger stemmed from God extending
His "steadfast love" (Hebrew: chesed, unfailing love) to his enemies.

Jonah’s Love for Plants More Than People

Arevealing aspect of Jonah’s heart comes in the middle of chapter 4. Jonah shares what
most would consider the shortest sermon ever. The Lord blesses Jonah with a plant that
provided shade and comfort for Jonah. Verse 6 says, “Jonah was exceedingly glad because
of the plant.” The next day God appointed a worm that destroyed the plant and Jonah is
angry that the plant died. You see, Jonah loves God’s plants more than God’s people.
Jonah’s heart and thinking are completely backwards. God loves people more than plants.

Jesus, the Greater Jonah, and God's Unresolved Story

The story of Jonah ultimately points to Jesus, "the greater Jonah" (Luke 11:32). Unlike
Jonah, Jesus willingly went to the "Nineveh" of Earth, telling people of God's love, even
enduring the "great evil" of the cross. Through His sacrifice, God reconciled the world to
Himself, painting a "new scene" of steadfast love, overcoming evil with the power of
sacrificial love.

Jesus' resurrection created a new community, the Church, where there are no outsiders,
and "people matter to God." Everyone is a masterpiece in God's eyes.

The book of Jonah ends with a question, one of only two in the Bible: "'And should not | pity
Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than 120,000 persons who do not know
their right hand from their left, and also much cattle?™ (Jonah 4:11). God leaves it
unresolved because "it's our story now." The beauty of an unresolved ending is that it
compels us to keep working it out.

Questions:

1. Whatis Jonah’s problem?



2. Do you love the people in your city more than the “plants” that keep you
comfortable?
3. How much does God love your city?



