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LIFE ON THE RUN

(Jonah 1-4)

Are you impatient? Do you suffer from what has been called, hurry-sickness? Let me ask a few diagnostic questions. When you enter an elevator, and there is no one else who is trying to board, do you hit the “Door Close” button so that you won’t have to wait an additional two seconds for the elevator door to close on its own? When you put something into the microwave that takes a minute and a half to cook, do you set the time for 88 seconds because it is quicker to hit the eight twice than to hit the nine and then find the zero? Do you walk fast and eat fast and finish other people’s sentences because they are talking too slowly? Do you try to maximize your time by doing several things at once like eat and listen to a tape while you drive to work?


In his book Faster: The Acceleration of Just About Everything, which was published in 1999, James Gleich wrote, “We are in a rush. We are making haste. A compression of time characterizes the life of the century now closing.” He noted how that advertisers are seeking to capitalize on our desire to for more time. He wrote, “A medication is marketed ‘for women who don’t have time for a yeast infection’—as though slackers might have time for that.” 


We desire everything instantly. We use instant coffee, instant replay, instant messaging, and we want instant gratification. 


Gleich maintained, “‘Time is a gentle deity,’ said Sophocles. Perhaps it was, for him. These days it cracks the whip.”


Do you feel like life is accelerating, that the pace of life is far too fast, and you don’t know how to put on the brakes in order to slow it down? Possibly, you are living life at such a speed that you are expending your energy too quickly. You are afraid that it won’t be long before your tank is empty. You know you need to stop to refuel, but you don’t know when you will be able to do so, where you will able, and how. Does any of this sound familiar? Can you see yourself in any of what I’ve said so far?


If so, I want you to know that God has a word for you. Oddly enough, I find that word in the Book of Jonah. We’ve been making our way through the last twelve books of the OT, devoting one message a piece to each of the Minor Prophets. Today we come to Jonah. Jonah is one of my favorite books in the Bible. I’ve preached from it in every church I’ve pastored. In today’s message I want to give an overview of the entire book. I’ve entitled the message, “Life on the Run.” When I use the word run in connection with Jonah’s life, I refer not so much to the pace of his life as I do the direction of his life. The two, however, need to be considered together. It does no good to speed up or slow down your life if you are going in the wrong direction.


This book is easily divided with each of the four chapters contributing a different point. At the end of the sermon I want to add a fifth point that is suggested in the book.

I. WE CAN RUN FROM GOD—THAT IS REBELLION.


In the first three verses of Jonah we discover what God wanted Jonah to do and Jonah’s response to God’s clear command. There was no mistaking what God wanted. God’s instructions could be summarized with two words: Go and Preach. God told Jonah where He wanted him to go—Nineveh, and what He wanted him to do—preach. 


Jonah, however, didn’t want to have any part of it. Instead of going east to Nineveh, he went west to Tarshish. There is some debate as to where Tarshish was. We don’t know for certain, but we do know it was far from and in the opposite direction of Nineveh.


Why was Jonah so averse to going to Nineveh? The real answer is found in Jonah 4:1-2. Jonah knew that if he went to Nineveh and preached God’s message that the people would repent and God would spare them. He didn’t want the Ninevites to be spared. Nineveh was the capital of Assyria, and the dreaded Assyrians were Israel’s enemy. Jonah wanted them to be destroyed and completely annihilated. To ensure their destruction, Jonah skipped town. He ran from God; he rebelled.


It is interesting how Jonah’s travels are described. He went down to Joppa. Joppa was a port city. He had to go down to sea level. The middle part of v.5 says that Jonah went below deck. He went down into the bowels of the ship. In v.15 we are told that Jonah was thrown overboard. He went down into the sea. And of course, God provided a whale or a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah went down into the belly of that creature. The course of Jonah’s rebellion led him downward.


The same is true for you and me. When we rebel from God’s will for us, we keep going down. God is calling us upward to Himself, but it is a whole lot easier to go down than to go up. It takes greater exertion to climb up a flight of stairs than to walk down them. Likewise, disobedience is much easier than obedience.


Donald Grey Barnhouse pointed out another truth about disobedience from Jonah’s experience. In v.3 it says that Jonah paid the fare to go to Tarshish. We know that Jonah never arrived at his intended destination. God intervened. He sent a great storm. Despite the heroic efforts of the sailors, they knew they couldn’t save the ship. Jonah admitted that the storm was his fault. Reluctantly, the men followed Jonah’s advice; they threw him overboard. As soon as they did the storm stopped. Barnhouse said, “When you run away from the Lord you never get to where you are going, and you always pay your own fare. But when you go the Lord’s way you always get to where you are going, and He pays the fare.”  


By our obedience or disobedience, we get to choose who pays the fare and whether we will get to where we want to go.


In the second verse we see what God said. In verse three we learn what Jonah did. Then, beginning in verse four we see God’s response. When we disobey God will respond. The farther we go in our disobedience the harsher God’s response will be. As soon as the storm started if Jonah had said, “Men turn around. Take me back. I’ve sinned against God,” I think the storm would have stopped. Jonah wasn’t willing to do that. In fact, he would rather die than do God’s will. He would rather drown than obey God and see his enemies saved.


Let me say another word about disobedience and rebellion—it puts others in danger. It was because of Jonah’s sin that the sailors on board the ship lost their cargo, almost lost their ship, and would have lost their lives had they not thrown Jonah overboard. 


People think they can sin and do their own thing and that it is okay because it just affects them alone. That is not true. My sin and your sin have the potential to wreak havoc and cause great harm to others.  
· Ask the mother whose child was killed by a drunk driver if one’s person’s sin can hurt others. 
· Ask the wife whose husband is addicted to pornography if his secret sin is harmful to their marriage. 
· Ask the children if their parents divorce has had a negative impact upon their life.

Is there a sin in your life that is hurting you and hurting others? Would you rather hang on that area of disobedience than repent and turn it over to God? Be assured that if you do not turn to God, He will bring a tempest in your life, and the storm will get angrier and harsher the longer you refuse to turn to Him.


In v.17 we are told what happened to Jonah after he was thrown overboard. I don’t think I need to stand here and try to convince you that what is said in this verse actually happened. Either you believe the Bible or you don’t. The author of this book presents the story as factual. In the NT Jesus referred to this story; it is apparent that he considered it to have happened. The Encyclopedia Britannica, of all things, says that it is quite possible for a sperm whale to swallow a man alive and for a man to live sometime in that condition. It would be a rather uncomfortable experience. The heat would be between 104 and 108 degrees. The gastric juices of the whale would affect the skin, but he would have enough oxygen to breathe because a whale uses air to enable him to stay afloat. 


The Britannica article tells about something that took place in February of 1891. A whaling ship named Star of the East was hunting whales close to the Falkland Islands. A sperm whale was spotted and two boats were launched. One of the boats was capsized by the whale. One of the sailors, a man by the name of James Bartley disappeared. The men succeeded in killing the whale and securing it to the side of the ship. The blubber was removed. The next day the whale’s stomach was hoisted on deck. When the stomach was opened the missing sailor was found inside still alive. He was revived with sea water. His skin had been bleached white, but in time he fully recovered and resumed his duties on board.


We are not specifically told that it was a whale that swallowed Jonah. The Bible just says a great fish. It could have been an overgrown guppy if God wanted it to be. I have absolutely no problem believing that a God who raised Jesus from the dead after three days could enable Jonah to survive three days in the belly of a great fish.


A wise man wrote that it would be a mistake to so concentrate upon what went on inside the fish that we failed to notice what went on inside of Jonah. What went on inside of Jonah is the focus of the second chapter and the truth of the second point.

II.  WE CAN RUN TO GOD—THAT IS REPENTANCE.


While Jonah was inside the belly of that great fish he prayed to God. Jonah honestly confessed his wrongdoing. Look at v.8. Jonah had been clinging to his own way. In v.9 we learn that he stands ready to do whatever God asks Him to do. Jonah came to realize that salvation came from the LORD, not from his Jewish heritage.


Do you need to ‘fess up, to come clean, to admit your failure to the Lord, ask His forgiveness, and vow to follow as He leads? Jonah’s commission was simple. He was to go and preach. Isn’t that what we are to do. We refer to is as the Great Commission. We are to go and tell. Are we going? Are we telling? If not, then we need to repent.


There is a Dennis the Menace cartoon in which Dennis is dressed up in his cowboy gear. He’s got his boots on, but in the cartoon his head is bowed, his hat in his hand, and he says to the Lord, “I’m here to turn myself in.”


Do you need to turn yourself in to the Lord? That’s what repentance is. If you have been running from God it is time to run to Him.


Now we come to the third chapter and the third point.

III.  WE CAN RUN FOR GOD—THAT IS RESPECTABLE.


In this chapter we discover that God gives Jonah a second chance. Aren’t you glad that God gives us second chances and third ones and fourth ones and fifth ones, on up? If God rejected us after the first time we failed Him, He wouldn’t have any followers left. We all fail, but He is willing to employ us again when we turn to Him.


This time Jonah went to Nineveh, and he preached exactly what God told Him to preach. It wasn’t a long sermon. It was just eight words in length (v.4). Jonah was faithful to preach the message throughout the city of Nineveh. God did a great work. The people repented, and in v.10 we see the end result. 


It is quite possible that there has never been a revival as amazing as the revival that took place in the great city of Nineveh. It is astonishing what God can do when we obey Him. For that reason 
· when God gives us a word, we should speak it. 
· When He gives us a gift, we should share it. 
· When He gives us a job, we should do it.


Although Jonah was correct in running for God, I believe that God wanted more. That is why I say that what Jonah did was just respectable. It could have been remarkable. I will save how it could have been for the last of the message.

IV.  WE CAN RUN PAST GOD—THAT IS RESENTMENT.


In chapter four we discover that Jonah has become God’s pouting prophet. Why was he unhappy? He was upset because the people heeded his message. They repented, and God spared them. If I preached a revival and the whole city turned to God, I would be ecstatic. Can you imagine Billy Graham preaching a crusade at a large stadium, him seeing the hundreds streaming down the aisles to the front, and then him stomping off the stage and out of the stadium in a huff because the people were getting saved? It seems ridiculous.


The truth is, however, that we sometimes get upset with God because He doesn’t do things the way we think He should do them. Have you ever gotten mad at God because He didn’t answer your prayer when you wanted Him to and how You wanted Him to? 


Jonah did what God commanded, but things didn’t turn out like Jonah wanted, and he felt betrayed. Have you ever done what God told you to do, but you didn’t get the results you wanted? 


Jonah had not reconciled himself to God’s will. He went beyond God, ahead of Him, and as a result resentment began to build up in his heart. Have you ever been resentful of God? Have you ever blamed Him? 


If you make the mistake of thinking that it is God’s responsibility to do what you want Him to do, then resentment will be the natural result when He fails to live up to your expectations.


When I was growing up, on occasions, my mom would tell me to do something I wasn’t particularly happy about doing. Whenever I asked why, she gave a simple answer. She said, “‘Cause I’m the momma, and you’re the kid.”


The same principle applies in regard to our relationship with God. He can do what he wants to do, and we should do what He tells us to do because He’s the Creator, and we’re the creation. He’s the Lord, and we’re the servant.


Jonah ran from God; that was the wrong thing to do. Jonah ran to God; that was the right thing to do. Jonah ran for God; that was only partly right. I’ll elaborate on that in a moment. Then, Jonah ran past God; that was the wrong thing. What should Jonah have done? What did God want Him to do?

V.  WE CAN WALK WITH GOD—THAT IS REFRESHING.


It is a nice thing to run for God, but that can be exhausting. God would rather that we run with Him. That is when the Christian life becomes exciting and rewarding. 

One of the things that strikes me about Jesus is that He never seemed to be in a hurry. He was busy, to be sure, but He never rushed from one place to another.


We need to learn to walk not only in the direction God is leading but also at the pace He is setting. In most instances, it will be at a slower pace that the one we are presently living.


One of the great OT texts is found in the book next to Jonah. It is Micah 6:8 where we read, “He has told you, O man, what is good; and what does the LORD require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?” God wants us to walk with Him. 

One of Jonah’s problems is that he quit. Look at 4:5. There was much more that Jonah could have done. Now that people were coming to the Lord Jonah could have taught them and trained them how to live as God’s people. 


Henry Blackaby, the author of Experiencing God, says that we should find out where God is a work and then join Him there. God was obviously at work in Nineveh in bringing the people to Himself, but Jonah was unwilling to join God.


Many of the problems that we face would be solved if we would choose not to quit. When school gets tough some students choose to drop out. When problems in the marriage arise, some choose to call it quits and go their separate ways. Even ministers quit. Things don’t go as they hope, and so they move on the next place. If we want to see God turn our situation around, then we have to make the choice to stay.


Jonah had chosen to be a spectator (v.5). He was just going to watch and see what God did. Church isn’t supposed to be a spectator sport. Get involved. Join God.


Jonah was on the run, but often we are on the run, too, and we use our busyness as an excuse. We use it as a cover. We say, “Lord, I’d like to get involved, but I’m just so busy that I can’t.”


While John Ortberg was the teaching pastor of a large church in suburban Chicago, he called a trusted friend for some spiritual direction. He described to his mentor the pace of life at the church, which is rather fast. He told of all the time demands that he has with his family—taking kids to soccer practice, piano lessons, and school functions. He described as best he could the state of his heart. Then he asked what he should do to remain spiritually healthy.


After a long pause his friend said, “You must ruthlessly eliminate hurry from your life.”


John wrote that down. He said, “Okay . . . That’s a good one. Now, what else?”


Again, there was a pause, and his friend replied, “There is nothing else. You must ruthlessly eliminate hurry from your life.”


The reason many of us do not and cannot walk with God is that we are too busy running every which direction. If we are to grow and be used by God we need to learn to slow down. I encourage you to find ways to let go of some of your responsibilities so that you can walk with God.

2

