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“For we do not preach ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord,

and ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake.”       II Cor. 4:5
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Sometimes in the Bible, you can see God’s sense of humor.



Jonah certainly wasn’t laughing here.



But I think the Lord might have been!


God gave this runaway fugitive exactly what he asked for.



Jonah wanted to get as far away from the Lord as he could.



So God said, “Here, let Me help you.”



And He provided a great fish to take Jonah to the bottom of the sea!



Can’t you just imagine Him asking, “Is this far enough for you, Jonah?”

Yes, He gave Jonah what he asked for.



But He did it in such a way that He forced Jonah to learn a powerful lesson.



He learned that there’s something even more terrible than death.



And that’s to be “banished” from God’s presence (vs 4).

By the way, the Bible never says it was a “whale.”



It simply says it was a “great fish.”



That generic Hebrew word for sea creature could have been a sperm whale.



Or it could have been a white shark ... or even an oversized grouper or tuna.


If you focus on the fish in the story, you miss the point.



G. Campbell Morgan said,



“Some people are so fascinated by the great fish ... that they miss the great God.”


There’s no sense in wasting time trying to figure out what kind of fish it was.



It really doesn’t matter, does it?



What matters is that it was God’s instrument to teach Jonah about grace.



Chapter 1, verse 17 says, The LORD provided a great fish to swallow Jonah.

A few years ago there was a silly comedy with a catchy title.



The movie was “A Fish Named Wanda.”



Well, the fish in Jonah was real.



And the lesson God wanted to teach him is what suggested this title.



A fish named “Grace!”


This is the part of the story that has led skeptics to discount the historicity of the account.



To treat it like the Bible’s version of Pinochio and the whale.



I think it was Spurgeon who pointed out that this shouldn’t be that hard to believe.



He said, “The miracle of Jonah surviving three days in a fish is nothing ...




- compared with the miracle of (hundreds of thousands) of Ninevites being converted in three days!”

How would you have reacted if you’d been in Jonah’s shoes ... or in his bathing suit?



On board the ship, he seemed to have a sense of resignation.



He knew he’d been caught, even before they cast lots to see whose fault it was.



“You might as well throw me overboard ... it’s the only way you’ll get out of this alive.”


But then, what happened after he hit the water?



All those natural instincts for survival made him fight back.



Arms flailing ... as the waves crashed down on him.



Gasping for air...  as he kept swallowing mouthfuls of sea water.


Jonah tells us in his own words what it was like.



The currents swirled about me ... waves and breakers swept over me.



The engulfing waters surrounded me ... seaweed was wrapped around my head.



To the roots of the mountains I sank down.



The earth beneath barred me in forever.  (NIV)
Jonah had gone down for the last time.




It sounds like he’d lost consciousness by the time the fish got him.



If so, then when he came to, he was inside the fish.


What went through his mind then?



He couldn’t see anything.



It was pitch black.


I suppose his first reaction must have been ... 



“I guess I’m dead.” 



“And this must be hell.”

But then the nauseating smell of partially digested fish hit him.



And the slimy tissues of the stomach lining that he could touch all around him.



And the sense of motion as the fish propelled itself through the depths. 


Once he realized he was alive, it wasn’t a question of “How?”


It was a question of “Why?”


He knew he was under the judgment of God and deserved to die.



So, why in the world would God have spared him? 

That’s the question that must have eaten at him over the next three days.



He knew he was getting exactly what he deserved.



And he knew there was absolutely nothing he could do to get himself out.



It wasn’t a matter of promising to do better if God would get him out of this, either.

Jonah came out of that fish three days later a changed man.



Being locked up and helpless like that had given him a little taste of what he deserved.



He had time to think about what he’d done ... running away from God’s will like a fugitive.



But He’d also realized what God had done ... sending a storm and a fish to catch him.


Jonah had experienced the grace of God ... that’s why I said this is a fish named “Grace.”



An enormous favor had been granted to him.



He now understood that he was totally undeserving.



And the God who had granted this favor was in no way obligated to rescue him. 


Three times now, God had saved him from certain death, a death he knew he deserved.



First, from the violent storm ... when he was on the ship.



Second, from the waves ... as he sank beneath the surface.



And third, from the horrible fate of being eaten alive. 

Chapter two is a record of what Jonah prayed while he was in the fish.



It’s not what he concluded later from the safety of dry land.



It’s what God taught him about grace in the darkness of that undersea chamber.



I think it’s reasonable to suppose that God kept him there until he saw things straight. 

 
We’ve already seen that the message of the book of Jonah is “sin and grace.”



Sin is not man suffering as a victim ... but running from God like a fugitive.



Grace is not God hoping we’ll return ... but chasing us until He catches us and brings us back.



And He does that ... instead of squashing us under His thumb like the pests we are.


God was sending Jonah to preach sin and grace to the people of Ninevah.



But Jonah didn’t understand grace yet.



Not until after he’d experienced it himself in his deliverance from the fish’s belly.

1.  WHAT IS GRACE?
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Francis Schaeffer used to warn about using “God words.”



They’re words in our everyday Christian vocabulary.



We think we know what they mean.



But if we try to explain one of them, it comes out a little vague.


“Grace” is one of those words.



We talk all the time about being saved by grace.



And about the grace of God working in our lives.



But what is grace?

If you look in an English dictionary, you find that it’s a personal virtue.



“Grace” is that attractive quality that makes someone seem “nice.”



It’s synonymous with “charming” and “polite.”


But God is neither charming nor polite, and yet He’s a God of grace.



The Hebrew word means favor granted by a superior to an inferior.



It’s pardon granted to someone who deserves punishment.



That’s why the Bible often talks about “finding” or “receiving” grace.


It’s something that is granted by someone who is under no obligation to give it.



Grace is being presented with a gift you’ve done nothing to deserve.



Grace is being allowed into a place you don’t have a right to be in.



Grace is being treated with kindness by a person you have offended. 

Let me give you an illustration that I often use in an EE Gospel presentation.


Imagine that you hate the color “red,” and refuse to observe stop signs and red lights.



And it’s been your misfortune to have a cop show up and ticket you every time you’ve done so.



But you also hate the system, and have never paid a single one.


You’re finally drug into court and the judge is ready to throw the book at you.



Your tickets have added up to a million dollars in fines.



I couldn’t pay that on my salary.



And I don’t think you could on yours, either.


So what do you do?



Do you hope that the judge will be “gracious” to you and let you off if you’re sorry?



That wouldn’t be grace ... it would be a travesty of justice!


People would demand that a crooked judge like that be impeached.

But suppose a man steps up and proceeds to write out a check.



He tells the judge he would like to pay your fine for you, if you’ll accept His gift.



You stand there in amazement, and stammer, “Yes, thank you!”



And the judge says you’re free to go.


As the check is passed through your hands to the clerk, you see the amount.



It’s not for a million dollars.



He’s written the check for a hundred million.



He tells the judge, this is to cover any tickets you may get in the future.


You turn to look at this donor more closely.



Who is this who has come to your aid?



Who in the world would do such a thing for you?
Your mouth drops open when you realize who it is!




It’s the neighbor two houses down the street.



The guy you’ve never liked.


In fact, for as long as you can remember, you’ve hated him and his family.



If his lights were out, you played your music as loud as possible to wake him up.



Every time you drove by, you threw trash in his yard.



You’ve slashed his tires, vandalized his boat, and pulled up his flowers.



And you’ve spread all sorts of slanderous lies about him and his kids around town.


That’s who just paid a hundred million dollars to set you free ... for the rest of your life!



That’s grace!



Do you see that’s what God has done for you?



Do you see how that knowledge is electrifying?!

Let me summarize it by giving you a simple little definition of grace.


This comes from Tim Keller ... pastor of Redeemer PCA in New York City.


“Grace is favor granted ... to an undeserving person ... by an unobligated giver.”

a.  “Grace is favor granted”

Jonah was in desperate need of a colossal favor.



He was in a horrible predicament in that fish’s belly.



There was no way in the world he was going to be able to get himself out.



He needed help!


Listen to his language.



In verse 2 ... he was in distress, in the depths of the grave.



In verse 3 ... he was in the very heart of the seas.



In verse 4 ... he was banished from God’s sight.


That was the worst of all.



He’d been shut out of God’s presence.



He felt God had abandoned him.



He described himself as being “far away,” “far down,” in “the pit.”

That’s what sin does to us.



It cuts us off from God’s presence.



He locks the door, and we’re left out in the cold.



Jonah discovered here that was worse than death itself. 


But God’s grace unlocks the door and escorts us in.



It’s cosmic hospitality on the grandest scale.



Grace takes away our guilt.



And it replaces that with God’s companionship.

b.  “To an undeserving person”

Jonah had three days to take a good, long look at what kind of person he was.



He’d stood in defiance of the God of the universe.



He’d told God, 




“Get lost.” 




“I don’t need You telling me how to run my life.”


And then he’d proceeded to make a colossal mess of things.
 

But it wasn’t just that Jonah was miserable.




He knew that he was getting a small taste of what he actually deserved.



He had no right to expect that God should hear his prayer.



Much less answer it by setting him free.


And yet, he’d realized that he was still alive.



God was apparently going to preserve his life, after all.



Verse 6a ... The earth barred me in forever.


Verse 6b ... But You brought my life up from the pit.

That’s what amazed Jonah!



First, he thought about his condition ... a fugitive on the run from God.



Then, he thought about God’s kindness ... preserving him from a watery grave.



And he realized there was absolutely no connection between his condition and God’s kindness.

You don’t understand grace until you understand this.



There is no connection between your condition and God’s kindness.



You’re a fugitive on the run from God, too.



And He has preserved you from certain death.


Jonah says, “despite” my condition ... “yet” I received grace.



I heard someone say that your condition is like being stuck on the earth because of gravity.



God’s grace is the rocket that lifts you into orbit. 

c.  By an unobligated giver

This is the most important part of our definition of grace.



Because of what Jonah had done to God, God was not obligated to Jonah, was He?



And because of our sin, God is not obligated to us, either.


Most folks haven’t gotten this.



They look at the nice little things they do every now and then. 



And they wrongly conclude God “owes” them.



They deserve to be treated well ... and God is obligated to treat them kindly.

Let me show you the difference with three cases.



(I’m borrowing from Tim Keller again.)


In case one, you’re an employer. 



You’ve agreed to pay a certain salary to the people who work for you.



At the end of the month, they deserve it, and you’re obligated to them, aren’t you?


In case two, your Sunday School teacher retires.



You take her to dinner and buy her a nice present.



She deserves it, but you’re not obligated to her.


In case three, your neighbor is a grouch who’s always complaining about your music.



When he gets sick, you run errands for him and fix him dinner.



He doesn’t deserve it, and you’re not obligated to him

Do you see it?


God has granted you an  incredible favor.


Even though you’re a totally undeserving person.


And He’s done it even though He’s under no obligation to do so.

2.  HOW DO YOU FIND GRACE?

Jonah gives us the answer in verse 8.



Those who cling to worthless idols forfeit the grace that could be theirs. (NIV)


That grace is offered by an incredibly gracious God.



But there are idols in the way that have to be smashed.


You haven’t known the grace of God until you’ve known the depths of your unworthiness.



We all recognize that we’re sinners.



But we tend to think of that in vague, general terms.



Nobody’s a sinner in general.

a.  Smash the idol of self-righteousness

This is that feeling that God is obligated to you.



Self-righteousness is like a poisonous bacteria that’s in the soil of every human heart.



It will inevitably grow and spread its disease unless it’s repeatedly ripped out and smashed.






Self-righteousness can grow in very subtle ways.



It may be your pride as you look at your record of performance as a father or mother.



It may be comparing yourself to others and realizing how much better you are.



It may even be feeling life has been so tough on you; you deserve a break from God.


Whatever form it takes, it has to be smashed.



It’s an idol that will block God’s power.



If you think you deserve God’s kindness, then grace will never be amazing, will it?

b.  Smash the idol of religion

We’re really good at this one.



Religion sounds so good.



Surely God is impressed when He sees this in our life!


Religion becomes an idol whenever we cling to it like a life raft.



It may be the offices you’ve held in church.



It may the money you’ve given.



It may be all the services you’ve attended.


Whatever form it takes, it has to be smashed.



It’s an idol that will block God’s power.



If you think you deserve God’s kindness, then grace will never be amazing, will it?

c.  Smash the idol of sin

If we’re not careful, we can misuse grace.



We can assume that our sin doesn’t matter since it’s all forgiven anyway.



We can hang on to what the Puritans used to call our “darling sins.”


A “darling sin” is something you know violates God’s law.



But it’s something you really enjoy.



It makes you feel better when you’re down.



It might be some form of substance abuse ... or a sarcastic tongue ... or overeating. 


Whatever form it takes, it has to be smashed.




It’s an idol that will block God’s power.



If you think you deserve God’s kindness, then grace will never be amazing, will it?

3.  HOW DO YOU KNOW IF GRACE IS IN YOUR LIFE?

Jonah came out of the fish a changed person.



Anyone who has experienced God’s grace in his or her life will be a new person.



You can see it in every dimension of that person’s life.

a.  A changed attitude toward others

You’ll lose the proud cynicism Jonah had.



He didn’t like pagans.



He didn’t want to be around them, much less preach to them and see them converted.


God’s grace teaches us that we’re no better than they are.



It produces in us a deep compassion for their great spiritual needs.



It even led Jonah to give his life to save theirs!

b.  A changed attitude toward self

You’ll lose the miserable bondage Jonah had.



Trying to get God indebted to you is a prison more real than any jail in America.



It holds you captive, and robs you of freedom and peace and joy.


God’s grace teaches us what it means to be really free.



Free from the pressure of performing to earn God’s favor.



Free from the fear of never knowing if we’ve done enough to make Him be nice to us.

c.  A changed attitude toward God

You’ll lose the misplaced values Jonah had.



He was more interested in comfort and pleasure than in obedience to the will of God.



If He had to run away from God to get what he wanted out of life, then so be it.


God’s grace teaches us that there’s nothing more precious than God’s presence.



Jonah’s greatest misery came when he realized what it felt like to be banished from His sight.



What mattered to him now more than getting out alive was getting back in God’s favor.

CONCLUSION

What is grace ... and what makes it so amazing?



It’s discovering how God feels about you.



That He’s forgiven you, despite all that He knows about you.



And that He’s done it not because you deserve it, but because He loves you.

Some years ago, Sally Field won an Academy Award ... her first.



She didn’t think people took her seriously.



I mean, she was “Gidget” and “The Flying Nun.”


Do you remember her words as she stood in front of her peers ... the “inner ring” ... Hollywood’s elite?



Her voice quivered as she stammered, “You like me! ... you really like me!!!”



Have you discovered that yet; God likes you! ... He really likes you!!!
 

And unlike Sally Field, it’s not because of your performance.



It’s in spite of your performance!
