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From time to time someone will ask me this question: “Have you ever seen a miracle?  Have you ever seen God do something in the world that was clearly supernatural, that couldn’t be explained by anything other than divine intervention?”  How would you answer that question?  It’s a fair question for people to ask us as Christians.  After all, we’ve devoted ourselves to studying this book – the Bible – that records numerous miracles.  The Gospels identify 35 miracles performed by Jesus, and tell us that he did many more besides.  The Book of Acts talks about the miracles performed by the apostles.  In this series we’re studying the Book of Jonah, a book that tells us a man lived inside a big fish for three days and three nights, which I think we would all agree can only be considered a miracle.  So there’s no doubt that we believe in miracles.  The question, then, is this – have you ever seen one?

When people ask me that I can point to a number of times when I and many others have prayed for someone who had an illness, an illness the doctors said was fatal, and yet that person was healed and we all said – quite rightly, I believe – that it was a miracle.  But I have to admit that while I am grateful for those miracles, I don’t hang my faith on them.  I am not a Christian because of those miracles, and similarly I don’t question my faith when I pray for someone who is sick and the person isn’t healed.  
Instead, there’s another kind of miracle that is far more persuasive to me, another kind of miracle that gives me the confidence that what I believe about God’s reality and his goodness and his power is really true, and that’s the miracle of a changed life.  It’s seeing someone who was selfish and mean and bitter be transformed by God’s grace into someone who is generous and gentle and kind.  And our church is filled with people whose lives have been changed in significant ways, whose values and ideals and ambitions have been transformed by the grace of God.  The truth is, every church is filled with people like that, people like us.  Listen to what Paul wrote in his first letter to the church at Corinth, a church that had been planted in the middle of a particularly secular city; here’s what Paul says: “Do you not know that the wicked will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: Neither the sexually immoral nor idolaters not adulterers nor male prostitutes nor homosexual offenders nor thieves nor the greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God.”  And then notice what Paul writes next, after that giving us that list of bad people: “And such were some of you.  But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.” (1 Corinthians 6:9-11)  Paul says to the church at Corinth, “That’s who you were – you were sexually immoral, you were adulterers, you were prostitutes, you were thieves, you were drunks – but not any more.  God changed your lives!  God forgave you and transformed you.  That’s who you were, but that’s not who you are.”  And that is the miracle that nurtures and sustains and grows my faith far more than a miracle of physical healing, the miracle of seeing God change a human life.
And that’s the miracle of Jonah chapter 3.  It’s actually the biggest and most significant miracle in the Book of Jonah, far bigger than the miracle of Jonah surviving inside a fish for three days, which is where we left off last week.  Here’s a quick review, just to catch us up on the story.  In Jonah 1 God calls Jonah to leave his home in Israel and to make a 500 mile trip to Nineveh to preach against the wickedness of the people who live there.  Nineveh was the capital city of the nation of Assyria, and the Assyrians were the enemies of Israel.  They were a cruel people; we would call them terrorists. Jonah doesn’t want to go, for two reasons.  One, he’s concerned that if he goes the Assyrians will take him hostage, torture him and kill him; after all, that’s what they’ve done to countless other foreigners just like him.  Second, Jonah’s worried that the Assyrians will actually listen to him and that God will show mercy to this sworn enemy of Israel.  And frankly Jonah would rather see God give the Assyrians what they deserve; he would rather see them be punished for their wickedness.
So Jonah, the text tells us, “ran away from the Lord.”  Jonah went rogue.  He hopped a boat and headed for Tarshish, which was at the far western end of the known world, a city that was as far away from Nineveh as a person could get.  It didn’t work.  God, in his grace, gave Jonah another chance to do the right thing.  God sent a huge storm, and Jonah determined that the only way to put an end to the storm and to spare the lives of the sailors on that ship was for the sailors to throw him overboard.  And if you remember Jonah 1 you remember that three miracles happened at that point.  First, do you remember what happened when the sailors threw Jonah off the ship?  Here’s the text: “Then they took Jonah and threw him overboard, and the raging sea grew calm.” (Jonah 1:15)  This is clearly a miracle. Throwing a passenger overboard is not the normal way to calm a raging sea.  And we who follow Jesus are probably thinking about another miracle right about now; we’re remembering a time when Jesus walked on water in the middle of a raging storm and calmed the waves and the winds with a single word.  
Then there’s a second miracle in Jonah 1 we don’t want to miss.  These sailors, if you recall, were pagans who worshipped other gods.  But after hearing Jonah tell them about the God of Israel, and after seeing Jonah’s God calm the sea and the storm, the sailors give their lives to God and are changed.  Here’s what we read next: “At this the men greatly feared the Lord, and they offered a sacrifice to the Lord and made vows to him.” (Jonah 1:16)  Miracle number two – the miracle of a changed life.

And then there’s the miracle we usually think about first when we think about Jonah.  It’s in verse 17: “But the Lord provided a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was inside the fish three days and three nights.”  That’s how Jonah chapter 1 ends.  And Jonah chapter 2 begins with this remarkable sentence: “From inside the fish Jonah prayed to the Lord his God.”  The bulk of Jonah 2 is Jonah’s prayer, a prayer of thanksgiving Jonah prayed while he was still inside the fish.  We said that Jonah found God’s grace at his lowest place, in the belly of a fish at the bottom of the ocean.  Jonah said, “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.” (Jonah 2:2)  As Holocaust survivor Corrie Ten Boom put it, there is no hole so deep that God’s grace is not deeper still.  In his wisdom and power and grace God prepared this very special fish to show up just when Jonah was about to go under for the last time and to give Jonah a slimy but safe place to fall.  And then Jonah 2 ends with one of my favorite verses in the Bible: “And the Lord commanded the fish, and it vomited Jonah onto dry land.” (Jonah 2:10)  Isn’t that a fun word to say?  I don’t think I’ve ever seen a fish vomit.  I’ve seen plenty of people vomit, and I’ve seen dogs and cats vomit, but never a fish.  But I imagine Jonah was never so glad to see vomit in his life. 
So that takes us to chapter 3, which like chapter 2 only has ten verses.  So let’s read Jonah 3 and then see what we can learn from this chapter about our God:  Read Jonah 3.

 God Loves Us Even At Our Worst
Here’s the big point of this chapter, and in many ways the big point of the Book of Jonah – God loves us even at our worst.  Let’s remember who lived in the great city of Nineveh.  These were terrorists of the worst kind.  Not only did they torture and kill their enemies, they carved the stories of their torture into the city walls.  Here’s a description of what was carved into one of the walls of Nineveh: “We see an Assyrian soldier grasping the hand and arm of a captured enemy whose other hand and both feet have already been cut off. Dismembered hands and feet fly through the scene. Severed enemy heads hang from the conquered city’s walls.” (Page 29, The New Application Commentary: Jonah)  That’s the kind of people the Ninevites were; that’s who God sent Jonah to preach to.  The reason God prepared a fish to rescue Jonah from certain death at the bottom of the sea was so Jonah could offer God’s grace to these people, people who found glory in maiming and torturing human beings.  The Ninevites represent humanity at its worst.  And the Book of Jonah teaches us this – God loves even people like that, just as much as he loves people like you and me.
One of the greatest Christians was without question the Apostle Paul.  Paul wrote 13 of our 27 New Testament books.  He suffered incredibly for the sake of the Gospel, but never complained about it, and in fact considered it an honor to suffer for Jesus’ sake.  And yet do you remember how Paul described himself?  In a letter to the church at Corinth Paul wrote, “For I am the least of the apostles and do not even deserve to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God. But by the grace of God I am what I am …” (1 Corinthians 15:9-10)  In Galatians Paul writes, “For you have heard of my previous way of life in Judaism, how intensely I persecuted the church of God and tried to destroy it.” (Galatians 1:13)  And in a letter called 1st Timothy Paul says, “Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners – of whom I am the worst.  But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his unlimited patience …” (1 Timothy 1:15-16)  By the way, notice that Paul doesn’t say, “I was the worst of sinners.”  Paul says, “I am the worst of sinners.”  Paul, who previously had been involved in having Christians put to death for their faith, discovered this amazing truth – God loves us even at our worst.  
Now I’m not encouraging you to see how bad you can be.  It’s been a year since I had to put our two Golden Retrievers down – Barney and Abby.  I loved them dearly, and they loved me dearly.  But I swear there were times when Abby thought, “I wonder how bad I can be; I wonder if the Master will still love me if I did this.”  Abby did many things over the years that made the Master very angry.  And trust me, she got punished for them.  But even at her worst, I still loved her.  And even at our worst, the Master still loves us.  
In his most recent book “What Good Is God?” author Philip Yancey writes about one of his more unique speaking engagements.  He was asked to speak at a conference on ministry to professional sex workers at Green Lake, Wisconsin.  Let me read you the first paragraph of his chapter describing the experience:

I never thought I would be sitting next to prostitutes comparing their daily quotas.  Linda, a former top madam in Australia whose business used to gross $30,000 per week, remarked that in her day the ‘girls’ serviced around five clients per day; now they have to accommodate ten to fifteen. Hilda from Costa Rica reacted with shock: ‘Fifteen! I did up to a hundred a day, on a double shift! The men lined up outside the door and we had only ten minutes with each one.’” (Page 69)
It’s a world that is totally foreign to me.  But what is so moving about reading these particular chapters is to read about the people God has sent to extend the grace of God to those who work in this industry.  I imagine some of them felt a little like Jonah when God first placed that call on their life: “God, you can’t be serious! I can’t go there; I can’t talk to them.”  But they went.  According to Yancey, there were 45 different Christian ministries from around the world at this conference, 45 different groups with names like the Hagar Project, the Rahab Foundation, Scarlet Cord, and Project Rescue who go every day into some very dark places in our world with this message – God loves us even at our worst.
God Can Use Us At Our Most Inarticulate
Here’s a second lesson from Jonah 3 – God can use the inarticulate.  Do you ever find yourself wanting to tell a friend or family member about your faith in Jesus but you don’t because you just aren’t sure what to say?  You’d like to bring up the topic, but you worry you’re going to sound dumb.  Even in the best of circumstances you don’t think of yourself as the most eloquent person, but when it comes to talking about Jesus the one word you’d use to describe yourself is this one – inarticulate.

But here is some good news – God can use us at our most inarticulate.  Look back at Jonah 3.  Do you remember what Jonah’s message was to the people of Nineveh?  Do you recall the big speech he used to persuade the people to turn from their sin?  Here it is: “Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned.”  That’s a total of eight words in English; in the original Hebrew, that’s only five words.  Not much of a speech, would you agree?  To be frank, this is not a compelling speech.  This is not memorable.  Have you ever seen someone on a street corner holding up a sign that said, in essence, “Turn or burn”?  Did that ever persuade you?  Did you even stop to look at they guy holding the sign?  But that’s pretty much the gist of Jonah’s speech – turn or burn.

And lo and behold, it works!  This is the turn of the century.  Never have such a wicked people made such a dramatic change. Here’s the next verse: “The Ninevites believed God. They declared a fast, and all of them, from the greatest to the least, put on sackcloth.” (Jonah 3:5)  And let’s be honest about Jonah – he didn’t really put his heart into his speech, did he?  This is not his best effort.  After all, in his heart of hearts he doesn’t want these people to repent; he wants them to get their just desserts for all the evil they’ve done, especially to his people.  But that whole vomiting experience in the fish has persuaded him that he’s not going to get out of this, so he goes ahead and tells the Ninevites what God wanted him to tell them, although he does it in as few words as he can – five Hebrew words.  This is as inarticulate as he can possibly be.
But God used his words anyway.  So here’s the good news for me.  If God can use the words of someone who is trying to be inarticulate to persuade an entire city of hostile listeners to accept God’s grace, then what might God be able to do through you and me when we give it our best shot?  I mean, we can’t possibly do a worse job than Jonah!  So here’s my challenge; here’s the challenge of Jonah – say something.  Don’t worry about how articulate or how eloquent you are.  That’s not the point.  God doesn’t need you to be articulate.  God just needs you to say something.  Say something about God’s grace.  Say something about how God has changed your life.  Say something about what God is teaching you.  Say something about what you read in the Bible recently.  Don’t worry if it doesn’t come out the way you’d like.  Just say something, and trust that God will use it to communicate to your friends the message he needs them to hear.  I don’t suggest, by the way, that you say, “Turn or burn.”  Hopefully we can do a little better than that.  But don’t worry about making it one of the great speeches of the 21st Century.  Just say what God has put on your heart and in your head, and trust him to use it as he wills.

God Can Use Us At Our Most Powerless 

Here’s a third thing to learn from Jonah 3 – God can use us at our most powerless.  Do you ever get frustrated with our leaders?  We all do.  We get frustrated with our leaders in San Jose, we get frustrated with our leaders in Sacramento, and we get frustrated with our leaders in Washington.  But we feel pretty powerless to do anything about it.  We feel powerless to have any kind of impact on our domestic policies or on foreign policies.  We feel powerless to have any kind of impact on what comes out of Hollywood and we feel powerless to have any kind of impact on what happens on Wall Street.  What can one person do; what can we who are on the low rung of the power ladder do to make a difference?
But did you notice how things changed in Nineveh?  It didn’t change from the top down; it changed from the bottom up.  Verse 5 tells us that when the people in the streets heard Jonah, they repented.  They declared a fast, and all of them put on sackcloth.  That’s where it started – in the streets.  It was only after the people took action first that we read what happened in the halls of power.  Verse 6 says, “When the news reached the king of Nineveh, he rose from his throne, took off his royal robes, covered himself with sackcloth and sat down in the dust.”  What “news” reached the king?  I’m sure someone told him what Jonah said, but that’s not really the news the verse is talking about.  The “news” that has such an impact on the king is what’s happening in the streets of his great city, where thousands of people are fasting and wearing sackcloth in repentance for the great sins their nation has committed.  
It’s easy to fall into the trap of thinking that the best way we can save our nation from what ails it is to change the laws.  And the best way to change the law is to change our leaders, we think.  But that typically doesn’t work, history has taught us.  Over and over again we’ve seen that change comes to a nation when change comes first to the lives of its people.  It happened in Europe in the 1980s, when the Iron Curtain was toppled not by those at the top of the power pyramid but by those at the bottom.  And many experts would argue that it’s happening today in a place like China, where the Christian Church is growing in remarkable numbers despite government opposition.  Who knows what China will one day look like because of the changes that are taking place not in the laws of China nor in its leaders but in the lives of the people in the street.

God Responds To Us When We Genuinely Repent  
Here’s one last lesson from Jonah 3 – God responds to us when we genuinely repent.  Say what you will about the Assyrians.  They were without question extremely evil people.  But when they repented, they really repented.  I don’t know if you caught what the king said in verse 7 when he issued a decree expanding on what had begun with the people in the street.  They had begun a fast and had put on sackcloth.  The king took it one step further – he ordered even their animals to fast and to put on sackcloth.  One commentator on this passage, who grew up in a farming community, says that there’s nothing quite as loud and unnerving as the moans of a herd of hungry cows.  There’s simply no question but that the Assyrians were very serious about their repentance.
And here’s the question – are we?  We do still sin, after all.  None of us here, no matter how hard we might try, live lives of complete holiness.  We don’t always take purity as seriously as we should.  We can be more than a little greedy.  We have been known to say things we shouldn’t, not just to drivers who cut us off but to those who share our living room.  No, we aren’t terrorists, and we aren’t professional sex workers, but we have our vices just as we have our virtues.  

So how should we respond?  Listen to how James, the half-brother of our Lord Jesus, puts it in his letter to Christians in the book that bears his name: “Come near to God and he will come near to you.  Wash your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded. Grieve, mourn and wail.  Change your laughter to mourning and your joy to gloom. Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up.” (James 4:8-10)  

One of my first dogs, and I’m now a bit embarrassed to admit this, was a Pomeranian, one of those small, yippy dogs with the curled-up tail.  But when I was about 10 to 12 years old, Toby was pretty much my best friend.  Toby was not always the most obedient dog, however.  From time to time when we would be out on our walks, Toby would just take off, and there was no way I could catch up to him.  Later I would see Toby sauntering back home, walking down the street like he owned it, and it would make me so mad I wanted to spank him like he’d never been spanked.  But then Toby would see me, and the guilt would wash over him like a crashing wave.  Toby’s ears, which were perpetually poking up, would flatten down.  He would bow his head, and the closer to home he got the slower he would walk.  And then, just as he got back home to me, as I stood there ready to punish him, Toby would stop, fall to the ground, roll on his back, and beg for mercy as only he could do.  
And you can guess what I did.  I picked him up, told him never to do that again, and loved him like I’d never loved him before, because the prodigal had come home.  Jonah 3 ends with these words: “When God saw what they did and how they turned from their evil ways, he had compassion and did not bring upon them the destruction he had threatened.” (Jonah 3:10)  When we repent, God notices and God responds.  Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up.
I said earlier that our God is a God who loves us even at our worst.  The Assyrians were the worst of their time, and yet God went to great lengths to offer them his grace through a very reluctant messenger by the name of Jonah.  So let me leave you with this thought – is there anyone you know that in your mind is simply so far from God that there seems to be no hope?  Maybe you talked to them once or twice about your faith, but they had no time for it.  They have no interest in God, no interest in your values or your faith, and while you prayed for them for awhile, frankly it seems to be a waste of time.  But Jonah would tell us this – don’t give up on them.  This God of ours, he’s a God who loves us too much to ever give up on us.  He will continue to love us, even when we’re at our worst, even at our most defiant.  So keep praying, keep believing, and when the time comes, say something, no matter how inarticulate it sounds to you.  God is still in the business of doing the miracle that matters most, the miracle of changing a human life.  May the next miracle be in the life of that person you thought would never change.
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