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For years I’ve been fascinated by stories of people who climb mountains, particularly Mt. Everest, the tallest mountain on earth.  I’ve read a number of books by mountain climbers and watched any number of movies and documentaries about their adventures.  I have no aspirations of ever doing what they do, but I have entertained some fantasies about what it might be like to stand on top of the world.  I imagine the views are quite spectacular.
But what does not capture my imagination is heading in the opposite direction.  It turns out that there are a significant number of people in the world whose passion is not to scale the heights of Planet Earth but to explore its depths. This last summer our family explored a cave in the Rocky Mountains.  We were underground for about 45 minutes, and it was all good fun.  At least it was fun until they turned out all the artificial lights to give us a sense of what it’s like to be underground in the pitch dark.  That was a little spooky, if you ask me.

But our brief trip underground is nothing compared to what the hard core explorers do.  The deepest cave in the United States is Lechuguilla Cave in the Carlsbad Caverns National Park in New Mexico.  So far the deepest explorers have gone into that cave is 1,632 feet.  But that’s just a rest stop on the way into the deepest cave in the world, known as Krubera, a cave near the Black Sea coast in the nation of Georgia.  Krubera is 7,188 feet deep.  In 2004 a team of explorers spent 14 days exploring Krubera.  To get to the very deepest part of the cave explorers had to don underwater breathing equipment, because the deepest part of the cave is an underground river, an ice-cold underground river.  I’ve looked at a few of the pictures of this expedition and I have to tell you that for a guy who gets claustrophobic in an MRI machine the thought of spending 14 days thousands of feet underground in tight spaces is very unappealing.
So what’s the lowest place you’ve ever been?  Not geographically, of course, but in your life.  Now let’s not dwell there; I’m not trying to get you to dredge up how it felt when you went through your darkest hour.  I’m not suggesting that it’s necessary or productive to revisit that pain.  But those of you who have in one way or another taken a trip to life’s depths have something to teach the rest of us that no one else can teach us – you can teach us how to find God’s grace in your lowest place.  After all, you’re here.  You made it.  There were likely times when you weren’t sure you’d survive, but you not only survived, you got stronger and better.  You never thought you’d recover after you found out your partner was unfaithful, or after your loved one passed away, or after the doctor gave you some bad news, or after the boss gave you a pink slip, or after your finances went belly up … but you did.
And if you’ve been through something like that, then maybe you can relate to Jonah, because Jonah truly found God’s grace in the lowest place.  If you were here last week you might recall where we are in Jonah’s story.  Jonah was a prophet of God who lived in about the year 750 B.C.  God gave Jonah an assignment, and it turned out to be an assignment that Jonah wanted no part of.  God called Jonah to go to the capital city of Israel’s most powerful and most wicked enemy, the Assyrians, and to warn the citizens of Nineveh that if they didn’t repent God was going to destroy them.  Jonah saw this as a no-win situation.  One very likely result was that the Assyrians would laugh at him, take him captive, and torture him to death, as they did to most of their enemies.  The other possibility was that they would actually listen to him, repent, and God would show them mercy, which frankly would not go over well with the people of Israel who had suffered horribly at the hands of the Assyrians and were anxious to see them judged for their evil.  So here’s what Jonah decided to do: “But Jonah ran away from the Lord and headed for Tarshish. He went down to Joppa, where he found a ship bound for that port. After paying the fare, he went aboard and sailed for Tarshish to flee from the Lord.” (Jonah 1:3)   Jonah went rogue.
 And God let him go.  God didn’t strike Jonah down with lightning on the spot, as he surely could have.  He gave Jonah the freedom to walk away, just as he does with us.  But as we said last week, God loves us far too much to let us leave without a fight.  So God goes after Jonah, and he goes after him hard.  He sends a storm, a storm so powerful that the boat Jonah was on was about to come apart.  The sailors on the boat cast lots to determine who on the boat is responsible for this great storm, and the text makes it clear that God ordains the lots to point the finger right at Jonah.  The sailors then pepper Jonah with questions, and Jonah fesses up – he’s at fault.  He serves the one true God, and he is running from that God, and it’s because he’s running that they are all in jeopardy.  And then Jonah tells the sailors that the only way they can be saved is if they throw Jonah overboard.
Now this is a point in the story we often miss, but I want us to be sure to catch this.  I said at the beginning of this series that the focus of the book of Jonah isn’t the big fish that swallows Jonah, and it isn’t Jonah himself – it’s God.  Jonah is a book about the relentless grace of God.  It’s a book about a God who will go to great lengths to offer his grace to people who are in the lowest place.  And we see that truth right here in the lives of these sailors.  Jonah 1:5 says this: “All the sailors were afraid and each cried out to his own god.”  None of these sailors were familiar with the God of Israel; they worshipped other gods, gods we know in fact don’t exist at all.  When the lots take them to Jonah, they ask Jonah what’s causing this great storm and Jonah answers: “I am a Hebrew and I worship the Lord, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the land.” (Jonah 1:9)  So in this moment of crisis, while he’s running away from God, Jonah introduces these sailors to the one true God, the God who made the sea and the land.  And guess what?  The sailors put their faith in God.  How do we know that?  First, when Jonah tells the sailors that they can save themselves if they throw him overboard, the sailors refuse.  We read this: “Instead, the men did their best to row back to land.” (Jonah 1:13)  That didn’t work, so here’s what happens next:
Then they cried to the Lord, “O Lord, please do not let us die for taking this man’s life. Do not hold us accountable for killing an innocent man, for you, O Lord, have done as you pleased.” Then they took Jonah and threw him overboard, and the raging sea grew calm. At this the men greatly feared the Lord, and they offered a sacrifice to the Lord and made vows to him. (Jonah 1:14-16)
Jonah didn’t get on that boat because he cared about those sailors.  They were the last people on his mind.  But they weren’t the last people on God’s mind.  God loved those sailors as much as he loves you and me, and in his great grace God used Jonah’s rebellion as a means of reaching these crewmen who until then were lost in their sin.  
This reminds me of one of my favorite evangelism stories, what Lee Strobel calls his story of “ricochet evangelism.”  Lee Strobel was at one time a hardcore atheist.  After two years of investigating Christianity, Strobel became a Christian, and he was then prompted by the Spirit of God to tell his boss at the Chicago newspaper where Strobel was a legal journalist about how Jesus had changed his life.  In fact, Strobel says he felt God promising him that if he were to go into his boss’ office and share the Gospel that he would see results.  So he did.  He set up a time to talk to his boss, and his boss sat there in his large corner office and listened as Strobel poured out his heart about how he had come to the conclusion that Jesus really rose from the dead and how Jesus had changed his life.  And then when Strobel asked his boss if he was interested in checking it out for himself, his boss said, “No thanks,” and that was it.

For a couple of years that experience really bothered Lee Strobel, because he had been so sure that God had wanted him to share his faith with his boss on that particular day.  And then one day, after Strobel had spoken at his church, an older man came up to him after the service to talk to him.  The man said, “You might not remember me, but the truth is that I’m a Christian today because of what you said back at the newspaper.  I was working on the flooring in the editor’s office when you came in and started talking to him about your faith.  You never saw me because I was underneath a desk working the whole time.  But I listened to everything you said, and when you left I prayed and gave my life to Jesus, and have been following him ever since.”  That’s ricochet evangelism.

And in Jonah we see an example of ricochet grace.  In his grace God pursues the rogue prophet Jonah, and some of that grace seems to ricochet off of Jonah right to this crew of sailors, who discovered the true God because Jonah went rogue.  When Jonah was going down, God took the time to throw the sailors a lifeline, and they took it.
And then we ended last Sunday with this verse, the verse we all think about when we think about Jonah: “But the Lord provided a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was inside the fish three days and three nights.” (Jonah 1:17)  This is a purpose-driven fish.  That word “provided” means that God appointed or ordained this fish for just this purpose.  God created this fish for the purpose of rescuing Jonah; God sent just this fish at just this time for just this purpose.  And that tells us something else about God – God plans ahead.  God isn’t surprised when we go rogue.  God isn’t surprised when we wander off from him.  It’s not like God is in heaven thinking, “Oh no, now what do I do?  I told Jonah to go to Nineveh, and he’s going the opposite way – now what?”  God had a grace-plan in place long before Jonah took a detour away from God.  And he has a grace-plan for you, too.  God gives you the freedom to walk away from him, but he loves you too much to let you go without a fight.  I don’t know what means God will use in his effort to bring you back, but you can be sure that God has a plan that was thought through long ago.
And sometimes it’s not until we are in our lowest place that we discover God’s grace.  That was most certainly Jonah’s experience.  Let’s read on in our journey through Jonah; let’s read the second chapter.  It’s just 10 verses long.  You can follow along on the screen as today’s guest reader reads Jonah 2 for us.
Read Jonah 2:1-10
Now if you have your Bible open to Jonah 2 you’ll notice that verses 1 and 10 are narrative, and verses 2 through 9 are poetry.  And verse 1 makes a very interesting point – Jonah prayed this prayer, a prayer of thanksgiving and praise, while he was still inside the fish.  Jonah isn’t out of the woods yet.  This is still a very dark time for him.  There is no indication that he’s heard from God, no suggestion that God has somehow explained to him how Jonah is going to get out of this predicament.  
And here’s something else Bible scholars point out.  They point out that Jonah doesn’t repent in this prayer of his rebellion.  He doesn’t say, “God, I’m sorry – you’re right and I’m wrong.”  As we will see in the next few weeks as we continue reading the story, Jonah still thinks God’s plan of extending grace to the wickedest terrorists on the face of the earth is a bad idea.  

But here’s what Jonah does get – he gets that God has offered him grace in his lowest place.  And let’s be clear that Jonah is very much at his lowest place.  Notice the words he uses in his prayer.  In verse 2 Jonah says, “From the depths of the grave I called for help.”  In verse 3 Jonah says, “You hurled me into the deep, into the very heart of the seas.”  In verse 4 Jonah says, “I have been banished from your sight.”  In verse 5 he says, “The deep surrounded me; seaweed was wrapped around my head.”  In verse 6 he says, “To the roots of the mountain I sank down.”  
But also notice the first thing Jonah says, back in verse 2: “In my distress I called to the Lord, and he answered me.  From the depths of the grave I called for help, and you listened to my cry.”   There is no place in life so low that God can’t hear us when we call out for help.  And God not only hears our cries; he answers us.  
Now I suppose Jonah could have complained about the way God chose to rescue him.  Again, for a guy who gets claustrophobic if I’m in an MRI too long, the thought of being inside of a fish for three days and three nights is enough to push me right over the edge.  But Jonah perhaps recognizes that beggars can’t be choosers.  If you’ve dug yourself a hole so deep you can’t get out of it, you don’t complain if someone throws you a rope instead of building you an elevator.  And the truth is that this is a hole of Jonah’s own digging, which tells us something else about God’s grace.  When we cry out to God for help, God doesn’t say, “Well wait a minute.  Are you in a hole because you fell in a hole, or are you in a hole because you dug the hole?”  Have you noticed that sometimes we do that?  When we see a person who is in need, there’s a part of us that wonders, “So how did he get to this place?  Is he in this spot even though he’s done his very best, or is he in this spot because of the wrong things he’s done? Is he broke because of bad luck, or is it because he’s wasted everything on drugs and alcohol?”  
When Jonah calls out to God for help, God doesn’t say, “Sorry Jonah – you’ve made your bed, now lie in it.”  As Jonah puts it, “In my distress I called to the Lord, and he answered me. From the depths of the grave I called for help, and you listened to my cry … To the roots of the mountains I sank down; the earth beneath me barred me in forever. But you brought my life up from the pit, O Lord my God.” (Jonah 2:2, 6)  Jonah didn’t deserve to be rescued, but then again that’s what grace is all about.  Grace is God’s love for people who don’t deserve it.
But Jonah’s prayer also points out this about grace – it’s there for the taking, but we still have to take it.  Notice what Jonah says in verse 8: “Those who cling to worthless idols forfeit the grace that could be theirs.”  God doesn’t force his grace on us; God offers us grace.  We can still reject it.  When God reaches down into the hole we’ve dug to offer us a hand, it’s up to us to take it.  God takes our free will very seriously.  And while we all have qualms about the concept of hell, one way to look at hell is this – it’s a testament to our freedom.  It has been said that heaven is a place for all those who say to God, “Your will be done,” while hell is a place for all those to whom God says, “Your will be done.”  In Jonah’s words, “Those who cling to worthless idols forfeit the grace that could be theirs.”  God offers us his grace, but we still have to take it.

And then we come to verse 10, where the text shifts back from poetry to narrative.  And here is a bit of irony.  Typically in the Old Testament vomiting is a metaphor of judgment.  For example, in Leviticus 18:25 God says, “Even the land was defiled; so I punished it for its sin, and the land vomited out its inhabitants.”  But that’s not the case here; Jonah 2:10 says this: “And the Lord commanded the fish, and it vomited Jonah onto dry land.”  It’s not an image of judgment; ironically enough, Jonah was vomited onto dry land as an act of grace.  God is giving Jonah a second chance.  Jonah made a mess of things, and as it turned out God’s offer of grace was a bit messy itself.
I want to go back to a point I mentioned just briefly, because it’s actually one of the big points of the book of Jonah, a point we will see again in the coming weeks.  Notice that when Jonah is in his lowest place, Jonah doesn’t repent of his rebellion and God doesn’t explain himself to Jonah.  Yes, God offers Jonah grace – he rescues Jonah from certain death by sending this great fish to carry Jonah from the ocean’s floor to the safety of shore.  And yes, Jonah is grateful for God’s grace; Jonah acknowledges that God has saved him.  But there is still tension between Jonah and God.  Jonah is still confused; Jonah still has doubts.  And God, for all his graciousness, does not enlighten Jonah on why he’s asking Jonah to do what he’s asked him to do.
In many ways, Bible scholars point out, Jonah has a lot in common with another Old Testament hero of the faith, a man named Job.  Do you remember him?  Everything went wrong for Job.  His children were killed, his livestock was destroyed, his home leveled, and his health taken away.  And Job didn’t get it.  He didn’t understand why God would do this to him, especially because he had been so obedient and so faithful to all God had called him to do.  And while Job continues to trust in God, Job also really lets God have it.  Job complains to God bitterly and loudly. For example, in Job 27 we read: “As surely as God lives, who has denied me justice, the Almighty, who has made me taste bitterness of soul … I will never admit you are in the right; till I die, I will not deny my integrity.” (Job 27:2, 5)  And do you remember how God responds to Job’s questions and complaints?  God responds with sarcasm.  God says, “Who do you think you are to question me?  Do you understand how the universe is put together?  When you’ve got it all figured out, then get back to me.”  And then what does God do?  He rescues Job.  He restores his health, his home, and his wealth.  But God never does answer Job’s questions.  And Job continues to trust and obey God.

Here is the point – it’s OK with God for us to question him.  God can take it.  God welcomes the dialogue.  The worst thing we can do is not to question God or to doubt God; the worst thing we can do is ignore him.  

Think for a minute about the Psalms. For thousands of years God-followers have found great comfort in the Psalms and have used the Psalms as prayers to offer up in praise to God.  But did you know that a third of the Psalms contain laments?  In a lament the Psalmist begins his prayer with a complaint.  In fact, Jesus quoted one of the most famous laments on the Cross; it’s Psalm 22, which begins like this: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? Why are you so far from saving me?”  
You’ve often heard us say at Cornerstone that we welcome doubters here.  We welcome doubters because God welcomes doubters.  There’s a difference, by the way, between a doubter and a cynic.  A doubter is still looking for the truth.  A doubter is asking questions; a doubter considers the evidence; a doubter has an open mind.  A cynic’s mind, on the other hand, is closed.  I asked a friend once what it would take to persuade him that what the Bible says about Jesus is true – what evidence would he consider?  His answer – nothing.  That’s not a genuine doubter; that’s a cynic.  And if you ask me, Jonah 2:9 is written for the cynic: “Those who cling to worthless idols forfeit the grace that could be theirs.” 
But God welcomes all of us who are doubters.  God does not insist that we put aside all of our doubts before he offers us his grace.  He welcomes our questions and even our laments.  But here’s the one thing Jonah got right.  In Jonah’s words, “In my distress I called to the Lord, and he answered me.”  Jonah didn’t just cry out; Jonah cried out to the Lord.  When you are in your lowest place, it is very unlikely that you’re going to have it all figured out.  It’s very unlikely that your faith will be rock solid.  What’s more likely is that you’ll have all sorts of doubts and questions.  But if you have enough faith to call out to the Lord, you can be sure the Lord will answer you, even when you are in your lowest place.
On August 5th of this year, there was a cave-in at the San Jose copper mine in the Atacama Desert of Chile that trapped 33 miners over 2300 feet below the surface.  For 17 days there was no contact with the miners.  It was widely assumed that they were all dead.  Those 17 days were dark days for the miners; it was their lowest place.  Then, remarkably, contact was made, and the rescue efforts went into high gear.  Many of us were among the 1 billion people around the world who watched as one by one the 33 miners were brought to the surface on October 12th and 13th, and in our own ways we celebrated the miracle of their survival and rescue.
There is more to the story, we have since learned.  On November 3rd one of the miners – Jose Henriquez – shared at a Luis Palau crusade a little more about what had gone on during those 69 days of darkness in the depths of the earth.  Henriquez, you might recall, was the one the others referred to as “pastor.”  One of the things Henriquez had sent down to the miners were tapes of sermons by evangelist Luis Palau.  Henriquez played those tapes for the miners, and he shared the Gospel with them.  He told them about the one called Jesus, the one who had spent three days and three nights in a grave, but who had come back to life.  And over the course of those 69 days, Henriquez saw 22 of the 33 miners pray and commit their lives to Jesus.  Here’s what miner Jimmy Sanchez wrote just days before their rescue: “There are actually 34 of us, because God has never left us down here.” The miners found God’s grace in their lowest place.

And so can you and I.  Many of you already know that.  You’ve been there, and you’ve found the words of Corrie Ten Boom to be true.  Corrie, you will remember, spent years in a Nazi death camp, arrested for the crime of hiding her Jewish neighbors from the Nazis.  Corrie watched her sister Betsie die in that camp.  But here’s what Corrie discovered: “There is no hole so deep that God’s grace is not deeper still.”   It was true for Jonah, it was true for Jose Henriquez, it was true for Corrie Ten Boom, and it will be true for you and me – there is no hole so deep that God’s grace is not deeper still.
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