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In November of 2009 Sarah Palin published her first book under the title “Going Rogue: An American Life.”  Sarah Palin, as we all know, was John McCain’s running mate in the 2008 presidential election that was won by Barack Obama.  She took the title of her book from some comments allegedly made by some McCain handlers sometime after the election to the effect that on occasion Palin “went rogue” in her speeches and strayed from the formerly agreed-upon party line. The phrase was meant, allegedly, as a criticism, but Palin wore it as a badge of honor.

According to the dictionary, to “go rogue” is to stray from a prescribed path, which we will discover in this series is exactly what Jonah did when God commanded him to leave his home in Israel to go offer God’s grace to Israel’s worst enemy.  Instead of heading east to Nineveh, as God told him to do, Jonah headed west to Tarshish – Jonah went rogue.  “But Jonah ran away from the Lord … and sailed for Tarshish to flee from the Lord.” (Jonah 1:3) 
At one time or another, we’ve all gone rogue, we’ve all run away from God and from what God wanted us to do.  Sometimes our reasons are similar to Jonah’s – we just plain disagree with God about what he wants us to do.  Sometimes we go rogue because we’re angry with God, or because we’re disappointed with God, or because … well, you fill in the blank.
When most of us hear the name “Jonah” we immediately think of a big fish, and certainly the big fish that provided a slimy home for Jonah before depositing him on shore after three dark days is a big part of the story.  But the real focus of the Book of Jonah isn’t the big fish, and it isn’t even Jonah – it’s God.  He is a God who gives us the freedom to go our own way, and he is a God whose love won’t let us go without a fight.  So that’s what this series is all about – it’s about God’s tenacious grace for Jonah, the prophet who went rogue, and for each of us who’ve followed in Jonah’s footsteps.

Jonah is a short book, just 58 verses contained in four chapters.  We’re going to take a chapter a week in the hopes of squeezing all the meaning we can out of this book.  But before we get to the first chapter this morning, we need to put Jonah into context.  We need to understand where Jonah fits in history, and where he fits in the Bible.

The first question people ask is whether Jonah is historical at all.  After all, the whole story of Jonah being swallowed by a great fish and then living in the belly of that fish for three entire days before being vomited out onto dry land seems to have all the earmarks of a fable or a legend.  It sounds a lot like Pinocchio, in fact, doesn’t it?  So if we don’t believe Pinocchio is anything more than a story with a moral to it, why would we believe Jonah to be anything different?
That’s a fair question, and here’s how I would answer it.  Our task in reading the Bible is to make sure we read the Bible the way it was written.  Frankly, that’s how we go about reading everything.  We know, for example, that there’s a difference between something we read on the editorial page and something we read on the front page.  We know there’s a difference between reading the comics and reading an advertisement.  And we know there’s a difference between reading a fairy tale and reading history.  So the first question we have to ask of the text is this: “What kind of literature did the author intend this to be?”  Because if the author of Jonah intends this to be historical, it would be unfair for us to read it as a fable.
And Bible scholars tell us that it’s very clear that Jonah is meant to be just that – that it’s meant to be every bit as historical as the book of Exodus or the books of 1st and 2nd Kings.  In fact, Jonah is talked about in the book of 2nd Kings.  In chapter 14 we are told that Jonah, the son of Amittai, the prophet from Gath Hepher, lived and prophesied during the reign of King Jeroboam, one of the many evil kings of Israel who reigned from the years 786 to 746 B.C.  So when the book of Jonah begins with these words – “The word of the Lord came to Jonah son of Amittai” – we the reader are to understand that Jonah was in fact a historical person, and not a character in some made-up morality play.

Another clue that this is an historical book is all the details the author includes that correspond to history.  The book refers to the Ninevites, who were an historical people living at that particular time in history.  The book mentions a number of cities – Nineveh, Joppa, Tarshish – which archaeologists have confirmed existed at that time.  Now, is Jonah’s adventure with the big fish hard for us to swallow?  Sure it is.  But the fact that Jonah’s story includes the miraculous doesn’t make it any less historical than the Gospels’ accounts of the resurrection of Jesus, which is a pretty significant miracle itself.

And here’s one more thing to consider – Jesus referred to Jonah on more than one occasion as an historical figure.  For example, listen to these words of Jesus from Matthew’s Gospel:

A wicked and adulterous generation asks for a miraculous sign! But none will be given it except the sign of the prophet Jonah. For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of a huge fish, so the Son of Man will be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth. The men of Nineveh will stand up at the judgment with this generation and condemn it; for they repented at the preaching of Jonah, and now one greater than Jonah is here. (Matthew 12:39-41) 
Now notice something else in Jesus’ comments; notice that Jesus seems to portray Jonah in a positive light.  Through much of church history pastors like me have been pretty quick to say, “Don’t be like Jonah.  Jonah went rogue, and we shouldn’t go rogue when God calls us.”  Or we’ve said, “Don’t be like Jonah. Jonah went rogue because he didn’t have love in his heart for the Ninevites, and we should have love for all people.”  But Jesus doesn’t trash Jonah in any way.  He doesn’t say, “And now one greater than Jonah is here, but that’s not too hard because Jonah was a loser.”  Referring to himself, the Son of God, the Messiah, Jesus says, “Now one greater than Jonah is here,” implying that Jonah was great.  So while we will see that Jonah had his issues, let’s keep in mind as we go through this book that Jesus held Jonah in high regard.
One last bit of background before we jump into the story – where does the book of Jonah fit into the Bible?  Jonah is one of 39 books in the Old Testament, what we also call the Hebrew Scriptures.  The Hebrew Scriptures break down into three main categories – there are 17 historical books, then there are 5 poetic books, and then there are 17 prophetic books.  The 17 books of prophecy break down into two more categories – there are 5 books of the major prophets and 12 books of the minor prophets.  The terms “major” and “minor” don’t mean more and less important; they just mean that the books of the major prophets, like Isaiah and Jeremiah, are much longer, while the books of the minor prophets, including Jonah, are much shorter.  Jonah was one of two prophets to the Assyrians, the country of which Nineveh was the capital; the other prophet to the Assyrians was Nahum, who lived about 150 years after Jonah.  And yes, all this is going to be on the final exam.
Now since we’re going to be studying chapter 1 of Jonah this morning, I had this creative thought – maybe we should read chapter 1.  And just for the sake of variety, I thought I would have someone else read the text for us this morning.  So you can follow along on the screen as I have Terry Hensley read Jonah 1 for us.

Read Jonah 1:1-17
Why Go Rogue or Did You Ever Want To Get Away?
So let’s ask the question, “Why did Jonah go rogue?”  It seems like an odd thing for a prophet to do, to try to run away from God.  God tells Jonah to go to Nineveh.  Nineveh was on the east bank of the Tigris River, near present-day Mosul, about 550 miles northeast of Jerusalem, 220 miles north of Baghdad.  But instead of heading to Nineveh, Jonah set sail for Tarshish, a Phoenician city in southern Spain, just west of Gibraltar.  Tarshish was known as the westernmost place in the Mediterranean world, about 2000 miles from Jerusalem.  In other words, Jonah’s plan was to get as far away from Nineveh as possible, and as far away from God as possible.  So when God told Jonah to go east, Jonah hopped a ship and headed west.
And when we find out just what kind of people the Assyrians were, we understand why Jonah did what he did.  Listen to what one of their kings wrote about the way he treated his enemies sometime before Jonah received God’s call:
I flayed the skin from as many nobles as had rebelled against me and draped their skins over the pile of corpses … I cut off the heads of their fighters and built with them a tower before their city. I burnt their adolescent boys and girls … I captured many troops alive.  I cut off some of their arms and hands; I cut off of others their noses, ears and extremities.  I gouged out the eyes of many troops. I made one pile of the living and one of the heads.  I hung their heads on trees around the city. (The New Application Commentary, Jonah, James Bruckner, p. 29)
That’s probably as much as we need to read to get a sense of the kind of people the Assyrians were.  They were the baddest people in the known world; they were the sworn enemies of the people of Israel.  And God tells Jonah, “Go and preach to them.  Tell them to repent.”  So if you’re Jonah, what are you thinking?  Well, if you obey God and go to Nineveh and tell the Assyrians to repent, they might very well kill you on the spot, most likely after torturing you first.  Or suppose the Assyrians listen to you; let’s imagine that they do repent and turn to God and are shown mercy by God.  Who’s going to be peeved at you then?  Clearly the people of Israel will be none too happy that God used you to get their sworn enemies off the hook.  If you go to Nineveh and the people there repent, you’re going to have a hard time finding anyone who will welcome you back home.
So Jonah has good reason to be afraid to obey God; he has good reason to be afraid to make the trip to Nineveh.  But as we read through the book of Jonah, we will learn that the reason Jonah went rogue wasn’t because he was afraid.  The reason Jonah went rogue was because he disagreed with God.  In chapter 4, after the people of Nineveh repent and God shows them mercy, Jonah says this: “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.” (Jonah 4:2)  
The only time in my life I ever got “beat up” in any way was when I was in 2nd grade, when my friends and I wandered a bit too far out of our neighborhood and got jumped by some kids who took offense to our being in their territory.  That was the same year that I got in trouble for stealing a chocolate bunny from the local grocery store.  I had a very different take on the concept of grace in those two situations.  I was hoping to receive grace for my thievery, but my Mom decided to give me punishment instead.  But when it came to the kids who beat me and my friends up, I had no thoughts of grace at all.  I wanted them to hurt just as much as they had hurt me.  I wanted them to be tracked down, arrested, and thrown in jail for the rest of their lives.  To my chagrin, we never found those kids.  They never paid for what they did to us that day.
When it comes to God’s amazing grace, we are very grateful when we receive it, but we aren’t always so eager to see God’s grace extended to people who commit acts of brutality and violence.  It just goes against our nature.  In his book “In The Grip Of Grace,” Max Lucado writes this – see if it doesn’t strike a chord:

You know what disturbs me most about Jeffrey Dahmer? What disturbs me most are not his acts, though they are disgusting. Dahmer was convicted of 17 murders. Eleven corpses were found in his apartment … He kept skulls in his refrigerator … He redefined the boundary for brutality … May I tell you what troubles me most about Jeffrey Dahmer?  His conversion.  Months before an inmate murdered him, Jeffrey Dahmer became a Christian. Said he repented. Was sorry for what he did … Said he put his faith in Christ.  Was baptized. Started life over. Began reading Christian books and attending chapel. Sins washed. Soul cleansed. Past forgiven. That troubles me.  It shouldn’t, but it does. (pp. 35-36)
And that’s why Jonah went rogue.  He went rogue because he knew that if the brutal, violent, wicked people of Nineveh repented, God would forgive them.  And that offended Jonah.  He simply could not understand how God could do that.  So Jonah hopped a boat and took off in the exact opposite direction. Jonah refused to do what God told him to do.
And in a variety of ways and for much the same reason, we do the same thing.  When you boil it all down, here’s what our beef is with God – we think God isn’t fair.  You’re familiar with our mission statement here at Cornerstone – “to help genuine doubters become true disciples.”  And the reality is that the phrase “genuine doubters” doesn’t just refer to people outside the church; it refers to every one of us.  Depending on our circumstances, every one of us goes through times when we have serious doubts about God.  Oh, few of us have doubts about whether or not God exists; we’re pretty sure about that.  What we aren’t sure of is whether God is fair – that’s what we doubt.  It doesn’t seem fair that everyone else seems to have no problem getting pregnant, and we can’t.  It doesn’t seem fair that the guy who doesn’t work nearly as hard as me gets to keep his job and I’m getting laid off.  It doesn’t seem fair that your lazy sister married into money and has never had to work a day in her life, and you and your husband are both working fulltime jobs and still can’t seem to get ahead.  It doesn’t seem fair that your brother smokes, drinks, does drugs and hasn’t exercised a day in his life and is healthy as a horse, while you’ve done everything right to care for yourself physically and you just found out you’ve got lung cancer that is probably going to take your life.
And from time to time, in our doubts we do what Jonah did – we go rogue.  We turn our backs on God.  We tell God, “Talk to the hand.”  
And what does God do?  He lets us go.  Part of what is so amazing about God’s grace is that he gives us the freedom to go our own way.  Think about how hard that can be.  When you tell your three-year-old to pick up his toys and put them away, and instead he looks you in the eye and tells you “No” and then walks away, what is your natural response?  You don’t laugh and say, “He’s so cute.”  You are more likely to grab his skinny little neck, turn him around and compel him to do what you told him to do.  And frankly, that’s probably what you should do with a three-year-old.  And then that little kid turns 18, and you tell him, “Here’s what you need to do” and he looks at you, says not a word, and turns and walks out.  What do you do then?  You still want to grab him by the neck and compel him to do what you know is best for him, but you also know that’s not going to work anymore.  As hard as it is, the thing you have to do is show him some grace.  You have to give him the freedom to walk away.
God’s Tenacious Grace
That’s what God did with Jonah – he let Jonah walk away.  He didn’t smite him on the spot, as he surely could have.  He sat by and watched as Jonah went to Joppa, bought a ticket to Tarshish, hopped on the boat, and sailed off into the sunset.
But you’ve read the rest of the story, haven’t you?  And you know that the story doesn’t end quite like that.  In fact, the story has only just begun.  And what I want us to be sure to see is that this is not primarily a story of a fish with a big stomach – this is a story of a God with a big heart.  Our God loves us enough to give us the freedom to walk away, but he loves us too much to let us leave without a fight.  Jonah is the story of God’s tenacious grace.
Have you ever noticed that even when you put God on the back burner in your life that God never puts you on the back burner in his?  Notice how tenaciously God pursues Jonah in chapter 1.  Verse 3 tells us that Jonah ran away from the Lord and headed for Tarshish.  And what does verse 4 say?  “Then the Lord sent a great wind on the sea …”  Has God ever done something like that for you?  Has God ever created something of a headwind in your life to let you know that you were heading in the wrong direction, that you needed to turn around and head back the other way?  That’s what he does for Jonah, not to punish Jonah, but to offer Jonah another chance – to offer Jonah grace.
The wind, of course, turns into something much bigger – it becomes a “violent storm.”  In fact, the storm is about to sink the ship, so the sailors on board pray to their gods for mercy.  That doesn’t work; we knew it wouldn’t.  That takes us to verse 7: “Then the sailors said to each other, ‘Come, let us cast lots to find out who is responsible for this calamity.’ They cast lots and the lot fell on Jonah.”   So what do you think – coincidence?  Proverbs 16:33 says this: “The lot is cast into the lap, but its every decision is from the Lord.”  The God who controls the rolling sea has no trouble controlling a roll of the dice.  
The sailors then focus their attention on Jonah.  They inundate him with a series of rapid-fire questions, until Jonah finally “fesses” up.  Yes, this is all his fault.  A personnel director was interviewing a potential new hire, and he said to the man, “I’m looking for someone who’s responsible.” The man replied, “Then I’m your guy.  The last two jobs I had, whenever something went wrong my boss would point to me and say, ‘He’s responsible.’”  That’s Jonah – he’s responsible for the storm. He’s running from the one true God, the maker of the land and the sea.  And the only way for the sailors to survive, Jonah says, is to throw him overboard.  

Now I’m not sure about this, but I think this might be part of the reason why Jesus considered Jonah to be a great man.  Do you remember what Jesus told his disciples?  “Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends.” (John 15:13)  Jonah apparently is willing to sacrifice his life to save these sailors.  But I also have a hunch that Jonah sensed this was not going to be the end of his story.  My hunch is that Jonah the prophet knew God well enough to believe that God’s grace was greater than his sin, that God had a plan to redeem Jonah from what seemed to be a hopeless situation.
Enter the fish.  Here’s how chapter 1 ends: “But the Lord provided a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was inside the fish three days and three nights.” (Jonah 1:17)  Hebrew scholars tell us that the word “provided” means to be “assigned” or “ordained” or “appointed.”  This particular fish didn’t show up by accident.  This was a fish God had long before created and prepared for just this moment.  And here’s what we can’t miss – this is an act of grace.  God did not orchestrate the wind and the storm and the casting of the lots and the throwing of Jonah overboard and the swallowing of Jonah by a great fish in order to punish Jonah.  God orchestrated all those events in order to save Jonah.  He did it to give Jonah another chance. This isn’t God trying to make Jonah’s life miserable; this is God fighting to redeem Jonah’s live and to recapture his heart.
But let’s be honest – that had to be a pretty miserable three days and nights for Jonah.  And maybe that’s where you are today.  Maybe you’re in a pretty miserable place.  Maybe right now is one of those times of genuine doubt, one of those times when you’re not sure if God is fair, one of those times you’re not sure God is even there.  

 Author Leonard Sweet writes in his book “Soul Salsa” about the practice of a tribe of native Americans for training young braves.  On the night of a boy’s thirteenth birthday, he is placed in a dense forest to spend the entire night alone. Until then he has never been away from the security of his family and tribe. But on this night he is blindfolded and taken miles away. When he takes off the blindfold, he is in the middle of thick woods – by himself, all night long. Every time a twig snaps, he visualizes a wild animal ready to pounce. Every time an animal howls, he imagines a wolf leaping out of the darkness.  After what seems like an eternity, the first rays of sunlight enter the interior of the forest. Looking around, the boy, who hasn’t slept all night for fear of what might happen, now sees flowers, trees, and the outline of a path. Then, to his astonishment, he sees the figure of a man standing just a few feet away, armed with a bow and arrow. It’s the boy’s father, who has been there all night long.
Every one of us has our Jonah moments.  We don’t think God is fair, we’re not sure God knows what he’s doing, and so we go rogue.  Sometimes we’re not even sure he’s there at all.  But the Bible wants us to be sure of this – our Father never leaves us, not even when we leave him.  Next week we will continue with Jonah’s story in a message called “Depth Perception: Finding God’s Grace In Your Lowest Place.”  May God give you the grace to trust that the Father is present with you and seeking after you no matter how strong your doubts might be.  Whether you are a leaver or a believer, the Father is looking after you.
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