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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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I called out to the LORD, out of my distress, and He answered me.  Jonah 2:2

“Nothing focuses the mind quite like facing a firing squad.”



I don’t know who said that.



It’s one of those immortal quotes floating around out there.



Something tells me it may have been Sir Winston Churchill.


But it’s very true, isn’t it?



Stressful situations not only clear the mind.



They also make us stronger persons.



They force us to grow in ways we wouldn’t have, otherwise. 

That’s true in the spiritual realm, too.



Psalm 119:71 says, It was good for me to be afflicted.


Joseph told his brothers, What you meant for evil, God meant for good  (Gen. 50:20).



Paul said that His power is made perfect in our weakness (II Cor. 12:9).


Think of the hard times you’ve been through.



Losing your job.



The death of your husband.



Struggling with health problems.


If you’re a Christian, how did that affect you?



Sure, it was painful to go through those experiences.



But you grew closer to the Lord then than you ever had when things were calm, didn’t you?

Margaret Clarkson is one of my favorite hymn writers.



I’ve been with her several times at hymnody conferences.



She’s written a wonderful book entitled, Grace Grows Best in Winter.

It’s in the cold, bleak winter seasons of our life that God does His best work.



That’s when we learn that we can’t make it on our own.



That’s when we really learn to depend on Him.


Being stuck in a fish’s belly at the bottom of the sea is about as bleak as it gets.



That’s where Jonah was.



And it was one of the best experiences of his life, spiritually.



God was teaching him how to have a stronger faith.

That’s what we’re looking at today ... “faith.”



This fish was God’s instrument to make Jonah a man of faith.



This was a fish named Faith.


Last week, I said it was a fish named Grace.



Jonah also needed to learn what grace was.



God was sending him to Ninevah as a preacher of grace.



But first, he needed to experience grace in his own life.


Do you remember last week’s definition of grace?



“Grace is favor granted.”



“To an undeserving person.”



“By an unobligated giver.”

“Grace” and “faith” are both examples of what Francis Schaeffer called “God words.”




Part of our everyday Christian vocabulary. 



We think we know what they mean.


But most of us don’t really have either of them straight. 



We think “grace” is just getting something nice from God.




And assuming, deep down, that we really deserve it, too.



And we think “faith” is believing something strong enough to make it happen.




Kind of like concentrating our mental powers and making a genie appear.


Listen to the way people talk about it.



“My faith is what got me through this.”



“Everything will be fine if you just have enough faith.”

If you listen carefully, what they’re actually talking about is faith in faith.



It’s like the little engine in the child’s Golden Book story.




“I think I can ... I think I can ... I think I can.”



Or Maria Von Trapp in the Sound of Music.




“I have confidence in confidence itself ... I have confidence in me.”

But when the Bible talks about “faith,” it’s just the opposite.



It’s not a matter of something inside ourselves ... faith in our own faith.



It’s a matter of something outside ourselves ... faith in our Savior.


If it was our faith that gets us through, then it’s something we’ve accomplished.



But faith isn’t like an athletic gift or a musical talent.



Have you ever heard someone say, “I wish I had faith like that”?


No, it’s not something you’re born with.




It’s something you cultivate by working at it.



Faith is what Jonah wasn’t exercising when he went into the fish.



Faith is what Jonah was exercising by the time he came out of the fish.


I like Tim Keller’s definition as well as any I’ve ever heard.



“Faith is being controlled by the promises of God rather than by your own impressions.”



In other words, faith is going on facts rather than feelings.


Even when those facts are not visible to the eyes.
Look at the words Jonah used to describe how he felt.



Distress - depths of the grave - the deep - banished - threatened - barred in - the pit.


Listening to his emotions left him feeling scared, alone, helpless, buried.



He was trapped beneath the waves.  


Jonah is describing what it feels like to be drowning, isn’t he?



Have any of you seen the movie, The Abyss ?



There’s a scene where you watch the terrified face of someone trapped underwater.



It’s a look of sheer panic as she struggles in vain to hold her breath.  


What happened to Jonah was real.



But it was also a picture of drowning in the problems that flood our lives.



We talk about “drowning” in a sea of guilt, “sinking” deeper into depression and fear.



Every one of us can relate to Jonah’s feelings, can’t we?

But Jonah’s language changed while he was in the belly of that fish.



He started out talking about how deep he was - sinking to the bottom.



But then his language changed to being raised up - becoming buoyant.


How did Jonah get from point A to point B?




What enabled him to defy the gravity of his emotions that was dragging him down?



What lifted him up to new hope, even while he was still inside the fish’s belly?


The answer is “faith.”



Not convincing himself that things weren’t really that bad.



They were every bit as bad as he feared ... and worse!

That’s the kind of faith they talk about in Christian Science - denying reality.



By the way, have you heard what the Christian Science adherent said when he died and found himself in hell?



He said, “It’s not really hot ... and I’m not really here.”


That’s not faith.



Let me give you that definition again.



“Faith is being controlled by the promises of God rather than by your own impressions.”

That’s the kind of faith that moved Jonah from panic to peace.



Anybody here experiencing panic in their life right now?



Let me show you how to get real peace.


There are three clearly discernible stages in Jonah’s experience.



They’ll match our own experience, too.



Faith doesn’t just appear ... you’ve got to work at it, like he did.


During the three days he was in the fish, he moved through three stages.



First, he called out to God ... he yelled for help.



Second, he stopped to think about God ... he gazed, looked, pondered, remembered.



Third, he committed himself to God ... he sang, he sacrificed, he made vows.

1.  FAITH IS CALLING OUT TO GOD

I called out to the LORD, out of my distress … out of the belly of Sheol I cried  (vs 2)

The first thing you need to do to have faith in God is to yell for help.



There’s a wonderful honesty about this kind of praying.



No pretending ... no mouthing smooth words ... no faking it.



Just yelling ... “God, help me!  I’m in trouble!”


Do you see that Jonah does this twice in the first verse of his prayer?



In my distress I called to the LORD.



From the depths of the grave I called for help.

You don’t have to wait until you get things under control before you reach out to God.



He fully expects to hear you scream out to Him at the first moment of trouble.



To recognize immediately that you can’t make it without Him.

In other words, the first step in having faith in God is to have faith in God.



That sounds like “you need faith to have faith.”



But all it really means is that “you need to doubt your doubts.”


To doubt those doubts that tempt you to think that He’s not there and can’t help you.

Jonah made a conscious choice to reach out to God.



I’m sure he was full of doubts.



Doubts about whether God was there ... or could hear him ... or would answer him.



Doubts about whether calling out to God would do any good.


But he made a decision to doubt his doubts.




It was more reasonable to doubt his doubts than to doubt God.



It’s almost the prayer of desperation that says, “It can’t hurt to try.”


He made a decision not to sit there in misery saying,
 



“I wish I could believe in God.”


He believed enough to say,



 “God, help me, quick!”

The Bible says it takes faith to get to God, but only a very simple faith.



Anyone who comes to Him must believe that He exists



and that He rewards those who earnestly seek Him  (Heb. 11:6).

The Bible has wonderful promises for those who are willing to doubt their doubts and seek God.



Isaiah 55:6 - Seek the LORD while He may be found; call on Him while He is near.


Jeremiah 29:13,14 - You will seek Me and find Me when you seek Me with all your heart.  




I will be found by you, declares the LORD.



Matthew 7:7 - Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find.


That’s what Jonah was doing, isn’t it?



He was seeking ... “Are you out there, God?”



He was asking ... “Please, if You’re there, help me!”

This isn’t just for non-Christians.



For us believers, too, faith starts right here.



When we’re in trouble, the first thing to do is to call out to the Lord for help.



The way to get faith is to exercise faith.


We know this, but we have to keep learning it over and over again, don’t we?


Because we keep trying to turn back and rely on our own resources.



And it just won’t work.


Look at Job.



He knew the Lord well, as godly a man as lived on the planet in his day.



When calamity struck, this was what he did ... he cried out for help.


Job’s faith wasn’t perfect.



He was confused ... and angry ... and depressed.



But he kept crying out to God.



And by the end of the book, that weak faith had grown a lot stronger.

Every one of you has some major problem you’re facing right now.



You think you’re doing that ... crying out to God ... and maybe you are.



But maybe you’ve only been “worrying in His direction,” as Charles Spurgeon put it.



That’s not the same as talking to Him, face to face.


God had Jonah’s full, undivided attention.



Does He have yours?



Are you talking to Him, or just worrying in His direction?


This is the faith that moves you from point A to point B.



From “panic” to “peace.”



The first step is to yell to God, “Help!”



You’ll find He really is there ... and He really does care.
2.  FAITH IS THINKING ABOUT GOD



I shall again look upon Your holy temple (vs 4)


I remembered the LORD, and my prayer came to You, into Your holy temple  (vs 7)

Jonah was in the belly of that fish for three days.



Perhaps that first day was spent in fear, crying out to God - the first stage.



Now here he is on the second day, thinking about God - the second stage.


Instead of dwelling on his emotions, he was reigning them in.



He was saying, “Wait a minute.”



“Enough of this caving in to my fears.”



“Let’s go back and remember what I know to be true about the God to whom I’m calling.”


Remember our definition of faith?



“Faith is being controlled by the promises of God rather than by your own impressions.”



Jonah was putting his mind to work, to move him from “fears” to “facts.”



We know that’s what he did, because he said, “I will look again toward Your holy temple.”

To Gentiles like us, it seems strange for Jonah to pray about remembering the Jewish temple.



Is he hallucinating?



Or trying to get his mind off his problem by thinking about home?


No, he’s thinking about the Gospel.



The temple was a visual picture of salvation.



And salvation was what he desperately needed.


Here’s the pattern for us, too.



We start by calling out to God in our fear.



Then we stop and remember what we know about Him and His Gospel.



What evidence is there to assure us that God saves sinners like us?

As I said, the temple was the picture God gave Israel that He does indeed save sinners.



It was a picture of the Gospel.



Both the good news and the bad news.


The temple first showed the Gospel’s bad news.




At the center of temple was the holy of holies where God dwelt.




The curtain that hung there taught that He was unapproachable.




The ark was there behind it, with the ten commandments inside.



God was demonstrating that the only way to get to Him was through the law.




But the law requires us to be something we can’t be.




We want to set it aside, or lower the standards.




But God says, only if we live up to His standards of perfection can we approach Him.



Imagine that you’re the conductor of an orchestra.




The music score is the law.




The only way the music will work is for everyone to follow the score.




To play according to that law.



But suppose you’ve got a trumpeter who doesn’t like laws.




He wants to do it his way.




You’re conducting Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, but he’s playing Suwannee River.



It won’t work, will it?


You can’t allow him to be part of the symphony unless he follows the score.





We can’t be part of God’s company unless we follow the law.




But we can’t follow the law ... not even closely, let alone perfectly.




That’s the bad news that Jonah remembered from the temple.


But the temple was also a picture of the good news of the Gospel.




The ark contained the law that condemns sinners.




But it was covered by a golden slab that shouted, “God forgives sinners.”




It was called the mercy seat … the throne where God sat to dispense mercy.



It’s not that God is a cranky old grouch who has to be put into a good mood.




God’s wrath isn’t His unpredictable moodiness.




Jonathan Edwards called it “His settled opposition to disobedience.”




It’s his nature as a holy God to be opposed to all that is unholy.



The electric company doesn’t get into a bad mood with customers.




It’s just a fact that if you don’t pay your bill, they turn off your power.




You have a bill with God because of your sin … but if that bill is paid, then God turns on the power.



By remembering the temple, Jonah was remembering that his bill had been paid.




It had been provisionally paid by the blood of animals sacrificed there for him.





But what he was really doing was looking ahead to the perfect sacrifice.




Jonah remembered the lambs in the temple.





We need to remember the Lamb on the cross.

That’s the second stage, then, for faith to develop.



To go beyond our feelings and fears and emotions.



And to focus on the facts about who God is and what He’s done for us.



In other words, to think about the cross ... the proof that God hears and saves.


Do you see how that works?



Faith is talking to yourself in the middle of your problems.



Just like Jonah was talking to himself in the belly of that fish.



As Jack Miller (author of Outgrowing the Ingrown Church) was always saying, 



“We need to preach the Gospel to ourselves every day.”


Many of the Psalms do that, don’t they?



Psalm 42 - Why are you downcast, O my soul?  Why so disturbed within me?



Put your hope in God, for I will yet praise Him, my Savior and my God.


That takes work ... it’s not like just flipping on the light switch.



Jonah said, “I feel banished, abandoned, lost, doomed.”



But then he said, “Yet I will look to the temple.”



“I’ll think about God; I’ll look at Him; I’ll gaze at Him.”


“Faith is being controlled by the promises of God rather than by your own impressions.”



Faith is remembering what God has promised.



It’s remembering what He did for you on Calvary.



And it’s remembering what He’s done for you throughout all the years of your life.

I remember when a good friend of mine in the church in Ohio found out that he might have lung cancer.



The biopsy report showed cells that were “suspicious.”



What was the first step for him and his family ?  




To call out to God … to yell, “Lord, help me; I’m scared!”



And then, what was the second step for him?





To think about God ... to remember the cross where Jesus proved His love.




And to remember his own experiences where God had proven His faithfulness.




And for that friend of mine … to remember that he had a daughter whom God had recently cured of cancer!

3.  FAITH IS COMMITTING YOURSELF TO GOD


I with the voice of thanksgiving will sacrifice to You; what I have vowed I will pay  (vs 9)
Where was Jonah when he prayed this?



You’ll miss the best part unless you see this.



Jonah wasn’t out on dry land, thanking God now that his ordeal was over.



This was his prayer from inside the fish, before he was actually delivered!


Biblical faith works that way.



It gives you the assurance of deliverance, based on God’s promise.



An assurance you can possess, even before His answer comes.


One more time, what’s our definition of faith?



“Faith is being controlled by the promises of God rather than by your own impressions.”



Faith is trusting what I know God has told me, not what I think I see.


That’s what we read in the classic Biblical definition of faith in Hebrews 11.



Faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.



Just like in II Corinthians 5:7 where Paul said we walk by faith, not by sight.


The African impala can jump to a height of over 10 feet, covering a span of more than 30 feet.



And yet these magnificent creatures can be kept in a zoo enclosure with a 3-foot wall!



They won’t jump if they can’t see where their feet will fall.



For a Christian, faith is the ability to trust God even when we can’t see for ourselves. 

Let’s review Jonah’s progress.



His first day in the fish, he called out to God ... pleading for God to help him.



Then, the second day, he started thinking about God ... remembering the facts he knew.



Now, on the third day, he’s committing himself to God ... praising Him and making vows.


Look at the language he used in verse 9.



With a song of thanksgiving I will sacrifice to You; what I have vowed I will pay.


Jonah was singing inside that fish!



Just like Paul, when he was singing at midnight inside the jail at Philippi!


 Jonah was giving himself to the Lord.



He was saying, “Lord, I’m yours; I trust You; whatever You want is okay.”



And that’s with a confident heart, not knowing if that meant getting out of the fish or not.


When Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego went into the fiery furnace, that’s what they said.



If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God we serve is able to save us from it.



But even if He does not, we want you to know, O king, that we will not serve your gods. 
What happens before you have surgery?



You hear the news about your problem, and your first reaction is to start worrying.



But then, as you get the facts about what the doctor’s going to do, your faith grows.



As you hear about others who have been helped by this doctor, your confidence in him grows.



Finally you decide to ditch your fears, and go ahead on the basis of the facts.


You trust your doctor before the surgery.




That’s what it means to preach the Gospel to yourself.



To face your fears and call to Him for help.



To remind yourself that God promises to rescue those who belong to Him.



And then to trust Him with all your heart.


To do that not just when you first come to Him for salvation.



To do that every day!

Conclusion

Gladys Aylward was a missionary to China more than fifty years ago (her story is a very famous one).



She was forced to flee when the Japanese invaded Yangcheng.



But she couldn’t leave her work behind … the children in the orphanage.


She only had one assistant.



But together, they led ninety-four orphans out of the country.



Over the mountains, to freedom and safety.

In their book, The Hidden Price of Greatness, Ray Besson and Ranelda Mack Hunsicker tell what happened.


During Gladys’s harrowing journey out of war-torn Yangcheng ... she grappled with despair as never before.  After passing a sleepless night, she faced the morning with no hope of reaching safety.  A 13-year-old girl in the group reminded her of their much-loved story of Moses and the Israelites crossing the Red Sea.


“But I’m not Moses,” Gladys cried in desperation.


“Of course you aren’t,” the girl said, “but Jehovah is still God!”

Faith says you don’t have to be Moses ... because Jehovah is still God!

