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Introduction.
(a) Why did you become a Christian? The profound answer to this question is – because God in his almighty power created saving faith in me, gave me the gift of repentance, and caused me to trust Jesus Christ and his work alone to reconcile me to Himself and save me from my sinfulness and its dreadful consequences. If you are a Christian it is because God in his sovereign free will set his eternal love upon you and determined to save you by the mighty power of his grace. It is by the mighty work of God that you are saved, it is his work.
(b) We believe that we have the God given task of taking the Gospel of Christ Jesus to Pallara and surrounding areas. We have been greatly discouraged by the non-response of people to invitations to meet us and invitations to study the Bible. The community knows that we worship God every Lord’s Day and none have come to worship with us. The community seems totally disinterested in the Lord and us as a church. Discouragements are difficult to deal with if there seems to be no answer or solution to the difficulty causing the discouragements. It is good and right for us to make this matter a priority in our prayers as it involves our obedience to the great commission. Praying when you are discouraged can often be a bit depressing as you tend to focus on failures and not on the greatness of God and his eternal love and compassion. This morning we will consider the Prophet Jonah and the task the Lord gave him concerning the wicked men and woman of the city of Nineveh. 
1. The extraordinary task of preaching to unbelievers in Nineveh.
(a) When Jonah was first given the task of going to preach it distressed him so much that he tried to run away from the Lord and boarded a ship sailing to Tarshish. Tarshish was a port city considered to be the other side of the world from Nineveh. He was going as far away as possible from the work the Lord had commissioned him to do. Why did he respond this way to the Lord’s command? The answer to this question is twofold.
(i) Jonah hated and feared the Ninevites because they were the enemies of Israel. Nineveh was the capital city of the Assyrian Empire (modern day Iraq) which was at the peak of its power. The Assyrians were known for their ruthless and cruel treatment of enemies. In Jonah’s mind the Assyrians deserved to spend eternity in hell for the misery they inflicted on many thousands of people. On three occasions the Assyrians pillaged Israel and slaughtered thousands of families.           The last thing Jonah would have wanted was to go to Nineveh as God’s ambassador and call on them to repent of their evil or feel the harshness of God’s judgment. There were two reasons for him to be afraid, firstly the Ninevites could have murdered him as a troublemaker for bringing a doomsday message. Secondly he could have been afraid of the response of his fellow Israelites who would have been angry at the very idea that he should go and warn the Ninevites of God’s great anger at their wickedness. 
(ii) Jonah knew the character of God. Listen to Jonah 4:2, ‘So he (Jonah) prayed to the Lord, and said, “Ah, Lord, was not this what I said when I was still in my country? Therefore I fled previously to Tarshish; for I know that You are a ﻿﻿gracious and merciful God, slow to anger and abundant in loving-kindness, One who relents from doing harm.’ Jonah was afraid that the Lord would show the Ninevites mercy and grant them the gift of repentance. He knew that God find’s no joy in the destruction of the wicked. He knew that God had frequently extended mercy to the Israelites when they rebelled against him and followed false gods and idols. Listen to the qualities that caused him to believe that the Ninevites would repent, ‘I know that You are a ﻿﻿gracious and merciful God, slow to anger and abundant in loving-kindness, One who relents from doing harm.’ Jonah knew that God was ‘gracious.’ He knew this from his own experience; he had received God’s grace when he rebelled against God’s command. He was a fickle, bigoted, selfish, temperamental servant of the Lord.  We stand in awe of God’s grace toward Jonah. He disciplined him so that He could use him. In grace he recommissioned Jonah to go to Nineveh. He argued with and even criticized God for dealing with the Ninevites mercifully.  It is very interesting to note that Jonah’s message is 5 words in the Hebrew that basically says, ‘God is going to judge you in 40 days.’ There is no mention of repentance, no promise of mercy, no assurance of love and no suggestion of deliverance. It is a brief message of gloom without hope. Jonah would have preached this message with fear and hatred, hoping that everyone would ignore him and reject his message.
(b) If we take Jonah’s attitude out of the equation and simply look at the task in a physical sense it remains a massive task. The city was very large; it would take you about days to walk from north to south and another three days to walk from east to west. There was no TV or radio on which to broadcast the message. There was no printing press to run off flyers, no team of distributors to place one in each post box. There was no Committee for the Evangelisation of Nineveh. There were no prayer-groups back home supporting and upholding this mission. There was no mobile phone for Jonah to call a friend to get some advice. To reach the people of this city with the message was a massive task – he would need more than 60 days to go from door to door. Jonah’s message was a forty day warning notice which needed to be given to every home in the city.
(c) If we take out Jonah’s attitude and the difficulty of reaching the people in the city there remains one more problem: the reality of the Ninevites. Two great issues were obstacles to Jonah preaching in Nineveh.

Firstly the Ninevites were very devout in their religion. According to their priests they had every reason to rejoice for their god’s had given them many wonderful victories over their enemies. Ashur, the god of war had proved to be the supreme warrior of the region. The god Bell was worshipped as Lord and Master of all things and had made Nineveh a prosperous, powerful and a mighty city. When the Assyrians conquered other nations they did not force them to take up the worship of Ashur and Bell instead, Assyrian imperial propaganda declared that the conquered peoples had been abandoned by their gods. Jonah was to preach to people who knew nothing about Yahweh the only true and living God – except that according to their priests Yahweh had abandoned his people because he could not protect them. In the minds of the Ninevites, Yahweh was a looser god and Ashur and Bell were winner gods. When Jonah made his declaration of destruction to the people of Nineveh he anticipated that the people would say, ‘Who is this God that will destroy us, do we not have Ashur and Bell to protect and keep us?’
 Secondly, Jonah had absolutely no credibility in the eyes of the Ninevites. According to 2 Kings 14:25 Jonah the son of Amittai had some credibility in Israel. He had prophesied that a certain territory in Israel would be restored to the Kingdom and it came to pass as he had declared. Israel respected him as a true prophet of Yahweh and therefore listened to what he had to say. Who was Jonah in the eyes of the Ninevites?  Jonah was a foreigner from a conquered nation whose pathetic king paid taxes to Assyria for the right to exist. If Jonah lacked credibility in the eyes of the Ninevites, then his message also lacked credibility. He proclaimed that destruction was going to come in forty days time – but there was no nation greater than Assyria, no army had been mobilised and no army could match the all conquering Assyrians. Who would bring destruction? The idea that the God of Israel would bring destruction would have greatly amused the Ninevites. You can almost hear them say, ‘A god who ran away and abandon his people when he saw the mighty Assyrian army was hardly a god who would come and destroy the fortified city of Nineveh.’ Jonah had every reason to believe that the people of Nineveh would laugh and mock him and his God. He had every reason to fear that the people in Nineveh would persecute him and kill him.
(d) Listen to how God speaks of the city of Nineveh in Jonah 1:2, ‘Arise, go to ﻿﻿Nineveh, that great city, and cry out against it; for their wickedness has come up before Me.’ The wickedness of the city had provoked God who was ‘a ﻿﻿gracious and merciful God, slow to anger and abundant in loving-kindness, One who relents from doing harm.’ The characteristics of God listed here are all true and wonderful, but must never be mistaken for weakness or a willingness to tolerate wickedness. The fact that God is a God of love must never be understood to mean that he does not take your sin and sinfulness as extremely serious and deserving punishment. God is a God of holiness and justice therefore all sin is extremely serious. The cross of Christ is without doubt the greatest statement of God’s eternal love, but equally the greatest statement on God’s intolerance towards sin. Sinfulness, evil, iniquity, transgressions and wickedness cannot be ignored by God, to be true to his character and uphold his holiness and justice, all forms of evil must be punished. Jonah would have been content to go to Nineveh if he knew God would not show grace, mercy, patience and loving-kindness. Jonah’s own sense of judgement and justice told him that the Ninevites deserved to wiped from the face of the earth and spend eternity in hell’s torment. The task God gave Jonah was extraordinary and it created a great number of obstacles to obedience in the prophet’s heart and mind. 
(e) God has given us an ordinary task, it could never be considered to be an extraordinary task. We are to go to people who are unbelievers to offer them eternal life in Christ. We know that they live in darkness and are ignorant about God who is their creator, ignorant about their sin and need for repentance, their condemnation and their need of Christ’s substitutionary work and are ignorant of their deadness in transgression and their need for the Holy Spirit to give them life. They feel no need for God, to know him or have him active in their lives. They see believers as self-confessed weaklings who can’t cope with life and who need to believe in something greater than themselves. They do not see themselves as those in danger of God’s judgment and therefore live as if there is no God. It is our task to take the Gospel of Jesus to them, but we are afraid – that they will laugh at us and think that we are stupid, gullible, foolish and pathetic. In our hearts we have a deep sense that they won’t believe us or the message we bring and so we convince ourselves that even trying is a waste of time. Maybe we do not run away like Jonah, but like Jonah we really do not want to go into the city and face rejection. God who is all wise has sent us to speak to unbelievers who do not know God and certainly do not fear him.
2. The amazing power of God at work in the wicked people of Nineveh.
(a) Imagine the following scene – a stranger comes to town and begins to proclaim, “﻿Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!﻿” The people who hear him recognize his accent as that of a Jew, a people who had been subjugated by the Assyrians. As I have already said Jonah was a nobody to them and they had no knowledge of his God. Taking into account his hatred of the Assyrians and his fear that God would grant them repentance we can safely assume that he did not put his heart and soul into the delivery of his message. A disgruntled prophet in a dispassionate manner preaches a message that is short, sharp and unambiguous - ‘Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!﻿’ If we were to sum up that day we would have said the preacher was not charismatic nor was the message dynamic therefore we did not expect anything to happen. We need to emphasise that the instrument that God was using was unwilling and uncooperative. He was a prophet and so he did his duty and declared the message that the Lord gave him.
(b) When you read the passage you get the impression that Jonah only delivered his prophetic warning to the city of Nineveh once. The first time he preached the message the impact was truly amazing.  Take note that they only heard a prophecy of impending judgment. Jonah 3:5 is an amazing verse listen again to what it says, ‘So the people of Nineveh believed God, proclaimed a fast, and put on sackcloth, from the greatest to the least of them.’ Take note it says that they believed God – not in God or the prophet or the message, but God himself. We also need to note the fact that the Scripture emphasises that all the people of Nineveh responded in the same way from the greatest to the least of them believed God. The residents of Nineveh knew that they were dealing with God and not some stranger who came into town – they saw Jonah simply as the messenger. God had spoken and they believed he would destroy the city in forty days time.
(c) They believed God and were moved to action. They immediately proclaimed a fast and put on sackcloth and ashes. If you lived at that time and saw someone wearing sackcloth and ashes you would know that they were publicly declaring their sins. The message they communicated was, ‘I am a sinner repenting of my sin and seeking mercy from God.’  Verse 6 tells us that the king when he heard about the pending destruction of the city took remarkable action ‘he arose from his throne and laid aside his robe, covered himself with sackcloth and sat in ashes.’ The king humbled himself in repentance and sought God’s mercy. When he gets off the throne he is declaring that he acknowledges that all the earthly power of his empire could not help him. When he laid aside his robe he recognises that his earthly status and rank offer him nothing by way of hope. When he puts on sackcloth and ashes he confesses his sin and seeks mercy from God. When he sends out the decree to all the people, he is stating that only the mercy of God would deliver them from destruction. This is remarkable action for a King who ruled over his empire like a demigod. You could not find a person more arrogant and egotistical than a King in the days of Jonah. Before the whole nation the King humbles himself. He humiliates himself when he got word of Jonah’s message – it did not need a face to face meeting with the prophet to get the King to believe God. 
(d) The message Jonah delivered offered no mercy or way of deliverance and the King acknowledged this. The King and people of Nineveh humble themselves and repent and they cling to one hope - ‘Who can tell if God will turn and relent, and turn away from His fierce anger, so that we may not perish?’ Jonah 3:9. In the words ‘who can tell’ there is a faint glimmer of hope. It offered no reason to be optimistic or confident. It was a long shot a maybe or a perhaps, but it was all they could set their hope on. They placed themselves in the hands of God and from the heart cried out for mercy. They humbled themselves, confessed their sin, turned away from their evil ways and believed God. What happened in Nineveh can only be explained as the power of God radically changing the hearts, minds and souls of the people from the least to the greatest. The mighty power of God removed every obstacle which kept them in the bondage of unbelief. God by his mighty power worked and a whole city responded in belief, humility and repentance. God has not lost his mighty power and if it pleased the Lord he could bring the entire city of Brisbane to faith, repentance and life in Christ.
Conclusion.
(a) In contrast to the prophet Jonah who delivered bad news to the Ninevites we are sent by God to present the good news of the Christ to the people of Pallara. Unlike Jonah who was reluctant to go to Nineveh because he knew that God is gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abundant in loving-kindness, One who relents from doing harm we should go willingly and expectantly because he is full of grace and mercy. Unlike Jonah who held out no hope, we point sinners to the cross of Christ and urge them to embrace the Saviour and his work to deal with their sinfulness. Like the Ninevites we go to unbelievers who are spiritually dead and need the power of God to make them alive. 
(b) We need to look to God and his grace and cry out to him in prayer to do a mighty work in the area in which we worship. I want you to recognise the greatness of the work that God did in Nineveh. Using one reluctant prophet who had no church support God brought a whole city to faith and repentance. Take note that more people were converted in Nineveh under Jonah’s reluctant ministry than were converted in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost. The fact that we are surrounded by unbelievers should not distress us, but cause us to fall before the throne of grace and ask the Lord to bring sinners to faith and repentance. Go home after this service and plead with the Lord in passionate prayer to glorify his name and exalt Christ by bringing sinners to repentance and faith.
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