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The people of Ninevah believed God.  Jonah 3:5
A lot of folks find it hard to believe Jonah is a true story.



I mean, who could survive three days inside a fish?




No air to breath.




Nothing but sea water to drink.




The burning effect of stomach digestive acids.




It would require a miracle to bring that about!


But, as Spurgeon said, there’s a far greater miracle here than that.



It’s the miracle of more than a hundred thousando people in Ninevah being converted.



All in the space of just three days.



And solely by the preaching of one reluctant Jewish prophet.

“Revival” is the name for it.



But that word needs to be redefined for most listeners today.



We’ve grown accustomed to thinking a revival is a week-long series of meetings in a church.



It’s a preacher from out of town who does a lot of shouting.


That’s not a revival, my friends.



A revival is a relatively rare occurrence.



I’ve never seen one, and neither have you.



But, oh, how I would love to!


A revival is a supernatural visitation of God’s Spirit ...



- where an entire society is suddenly transformed by His power,



- with people’s hearts being broken by an overwhelming sense of their sin,



- and then drawn to a profound love for the Gospel of Jesus Christ.

The history of revivals is one of the most fabulous stories in Christianity.



We’re going to look at that story next time in a more topical manner.



We’ll survey revivals over the centuries, from Biblical times to our own century. 



I want to show you the typical characteristics of revivals. 


But for this morning, let’s stay close to this text in Jonah 3.



This miraculous revival in Ninevah is a good example of what a real revival is.



I want to show you how revivals come ...




- what makes them impossible to explain by human means.



And I want to show you what they accomplish ...




- what makes them incredible in the changes they produce in people’s lives.


Let me tell you what I hope will happen.



I hope over the course of these two sermons, you’ll see what a wonderful thing revival is.



I hope you’ll develop a consuming passion to experience revival in your own life.



I hope you’ll begin to pray every day for the revival we so desperately need.

1.  What Makes Revivals IMPOSSIBLE?

Our modern, scientific age wants a naturalistic explanation for everything that happens.



We look to physicists and physicians to explain how nature works. 



We look to psychologists and sociologists to explain human behavior.

But there is no naturalistic explanation for a revival.




There’s no way to account for revivals as a merely physical occurrence.



There’s no way to rationalize the phenomena in emotional, behavioral terms. 


It’s absolutely impossible for man to bring about a revival, 



- much less explain its origin,



- apart from the sovereign power of God.

That’s why it irritates me to see a church advertising an upcoming revival.



To call those meetings revivals devalues the real thing.



Call them evangelistic services or preaching missions, but don’t call them revivals.


A revival is the most incredible miracle that God works in His creation.



More amazing than the dividing of the Red Sea at the Exodus.



More amazing than Daniel surviving a night in the lions’ den.



More amazing even than the resurrection of Lazarus. 

a.  They come through ordinary people



Jonah arose and went to Ninevah  (vs 3)

You can’t explain away the power of a revival by saying ...



- it’s the result of the influence of some strong, charismatic personality,



- a flamboyant evangelist, a dynamic preacher, a visionary leader.


History just won’t support that simplistic, naturalistic proposition.



The revival at the Exodus was led by Moses ... 




- a murderer who whined that he didn’t want the job,




- and insisted that he wasn’t good enough to be a public speaker.



The revival in Jerusalem was led by David ... 




- a shepherd who became notorious for his adultery,




- and who did a horrible job raising his own children.



The revival at Pentecost was led by Peter ...




- the disciple who never passed up an opportunity to say something stupid,




- and who is best remembered for denying that he even knew Jesus.

No, revivals don’t come through great leaders. 



They come through ordinary people who couldn’t possibly be the cause.



That’s to insure that God gets all the credit.


But those ordinary people were transformed by God.



Moses saw God’s power in the plagues that challenged Pharoah’s gods. 



David experienced God’s power in the amazing forgiveness God gave him.



Peter received God’s power when the Holy Spirit filled him at Pentecost.

In the revival at Ninevah, God used an ordinary man.



Jonah was certainly no great spiritual giant.



He ran like a fugitive when God called him to go there.


And there’s not the slightest hint that Jonah possessed any unusual gifts as a prophet.



Even if he had been a powerful preacher, how could he convert an entire city? 



No human being could have done that on his own, not even the most convincing orator!

For a preacher like me today, that’s wonderfully freeing.




It’s not up to me to bring about revival here at Lake Osborne.


There’s no way I could do it.


It frees me to be the ordinary preacher I am.



But it doesn’t free me from the longing for revival.



I want that more than anything else.


All I can do is to be faithful.



To proclaim God’s truth.



And then to wait for Him to work.



Just like Jonah did.

Not only do revivals come through ordinary people.

 b.  They come where they’re least expected



Ninevah, that great city  (vs 2)

Ninevah was the last place in the world where you’d expect revival to break out.



Not only was Ninevah not a Jewish city.



It was as pagan a city as they come.



The people of Ninevah worshipped raw power.


Ninevah was the capitol of the Assyrian empire.



It was located in what is today northern Iraq, near the Turkish border



When God originally spoke to Jonah in chapter one, He called it a “great” city.



He said the same thing in chapter three when He spoke to Jonah: a “great” city.


The Hebrew word for “great” doesn’t mean great in the sense of “wonderful.”



It conveys the idea that the city was “vast,” the world’s leading urban center.



In fact, Jonah himself said here in verse 3, Ninevah was a very important city.


It was vast in size, with a city wall more than seven miles long.


Verse three says a visit required three days.



That probably means it was such a sprawling metropolis, a business trip took three days.



One to get in from the suburbs, one to do business, and one to get back out.


It was also vast in influence.



It was one of the major cities of the ancient world.



With a population of well over a hundred thousand, and an extremely powerful army, it couldn’t be ignored.



It was a city that set trends culturally, economically, and politically for all the rest.

Ninevah was a very old city, having been founded by Nimrod, one of Noah’s great grandsons (Gen. 10).

 

It was headquarters for some of the most infamous, cruel tyrants in ancient history. 



Hammurabi (1750 BC) ... Shalmaneser (1260 BC) ... Tiglath-Pileser (1100 BC).



Ninevah was feared around the world for its brutality and imperialism. 


Ninevah was an extremely important city in Biblical history. 



Sargon II brought the army of Ninevah to destroy the northern kingdom in 722 BC.



Sennacherib came from Ninevah to invade the southern kingdom 20 years later.



(Can you understand now why Jonah didn’t want to go preach to them?)

But most important, the people of Ninevah had no interest in the true god.



They had their own pagan gods, who were just extensions of their own cruel spirit.



But they were a society that had no interest in holiness.



They lived for what they could get out of life ... the 3 p’s: pleasure, power, possessions.


The people of Ninevah were as far from God as you can get.




Immorality was rampant ... and common ... and expected.



Family life was characterized by parental brutality and abuse, if not indifference.



There was no justice or protection for the weak and poor.

Does that remind you of any society you know?



The slums of Newark ... the gang turfs in LA ... Chicago’s south side … the drug havens of Lake Worth?



People who are consumed with their own greed and pleasure.



Who have no interest in one another’s well-being, much less God’s watchful eye.


There was no hint that revival would break out in Ninevah.



And there’s no hint that revival is about to break out in America.



Except the fact that it’s the last place in the world you’d expect it.



The fact that it’s impossible, unless God accomplishes a miracle.


Revivals don’t appear as a result of people cleaning up their act.



They come to cultures that appear to have gone beyond the point of no return, morally.



That’s where God specializes in accomplishing what we can’t produce. 



What only He can do.

Revivals come through ordinary people … they come where they’re least expected, and …
c.  They come by the preaching of God’s word



Call out against it the message that I tell you  (vs 2)

Suppose God had said to Jonah,



“I want you to go to Ninevah.”



“I want everyone there converted, from the King and his court down to the slaves.”



“It’s up to you to figure out a way to bring that about.”


What would Jonah have tried?



Run for election to the city council to see if he could change the laws?



Produce public service ads for TV and radio encouraging kindness and compassion?



Pass out bumper stickers, put on a concert of religious music? 


I can tell you one thing Jonah would never have thought would work.



And that’s marching into the center of town to tell them God was about to destroy them.



Who’s going to take time to listen to a street preacher, and a foreigner at that?



How are sermons going to change people’s nature and transform an entire culture?

But listen to what God commanded him to do.



Chapter 1 ... Go to Ninevah, that great city, and call out against it.


Chapter 3 ... Go to Ninevah, that great city, and call out against it the message that I tell you.


The preaching of God’s word was what He used to bring revival overnight!



And a word of judgment and condemnation at that!


The world says preaching is the least effective means of communication we could use.



That’s why liberal Christianity has generally abandoned preaching.



Or if not abandoned it, at least so abbreviated it that it’s no longer preaching.



Just a brief little pep talk to make people feel better about themselves (what some come “sermonettes for Christianettes!”).

Tragically, evangelicalism today is falling for that same lie from the pit of hell.



In too many churches, the sermon is being cut short to make room for drama and music.



There’s pressure to make the service light, non threatening, entertaining.



Certainly to free it from any sense of authoritative proclamation: “Thus saith the Lord!” 

The most powerful agent for spiritual change in the universe has always been the preaching of God’s word. 




There’s nothing that can compare to it.



Scripture and history both confirm that fact.


Scripture teaches that God’s word is the only thing that can change man’s heart.



In Genesis 1, it was God’s word that created the universe.



In Ezekiel 37, it was God’s word that brought life to the valley of dry bones.



Isaiah 55 promises that God’s word will always accomplish what God sends it to do.


History confirms that fact as you survey the course of revivals over the centuries.



Every single revival has been characterized by strong preaching of God’s word.



That was true of Luther and Calvin in the sixteenth century.



It was true of Wesley and Whitefield in the eighteenth century.



It’s true today of the revivals in central Africa and in Indonesia and in South Korea. 

It has nothing to do with the preacher.



It wasn’t how well Jonah preached.



It’s the power inherent in the message he proclaimed.



The fact that it’s God’s word.


In fact, the Bible teaches that where God’s word is preached, He’s the preacher!



On Sunday morning, I have no authority to stand in this pulpit.



It’s not my word that’s being proclaimed here.


Romans 10 asks, in the context of the preaching of the Gospel ...



How are they to call on Him in whom they have not believed?



And how are they to believe in Him whom they have never heard?

Not, “How shall they believe in Him of whom they have never heard?”


But, How are they to believe in Him whom they have never heard?


It’s Jesus’ voice that they’ll hear in preaching!

Do you really believe that?



It means for me, there’s nothing more important to my calling than preaching.



Far more important than visitation, or counseling, or administration.



God has placed me here with the primary assignment of preaching His word.


It means that if we want to see God bless this church with revival,



- as important as all the various programs and ministries are,



- as important as budgets and reports and meetings are,



- it’s by the preaching of His word that revival comes!

And look at the content of Jonah’s preaching.



Church growth experts tell us we need to preach positive messages.



They tell us people need to hear sermons that will make them feel good about themselves. 


Here’s what Jonah preached.



God told him, Call out against it, for their evil has come up before Me.



So Jonah preached, Yet forty days and Ninevah shall be overthrown!



How’s that for a positive, upbeat message?


Psychologists tell us the worst possible way to motivate people is by appealing to fear.



But in the Bible, fear has always been one of the primary ways God has challenged us.



Look at how frequently Jesus warned about hell as a reason to repent. 

This revival in Ninevah, then, illustrates one of the main features of every revival.



Humanly speaking, it’s impossible.


But remember that Jesus told the disciples, what is impossible for man is possible for God!
2.  What Makes Revivals INCREDIBLE?

The changes that come in the wake of revivals are nothing less than incredible.



It’s not just a matter of people changing their thinking.



It results in a transformation of their whole character.



Everything about their life is different.


And it’s not just a matter of a few superficial changes in the lives of a few individuals.



In every revival in history, vast numbers of people are changed.



Whole societies and cultures and nations are changed.



Every level of society is touched, from the highest to the lowest.

Look at the language here about what happened in Ninevah.


The people of Ninevah believed God.  They called for a fast and put on sackcloth, from the greatest of them to the least of them.  The word reached the king of Ninevah, and he arose from his throne, removed his robe, covered himself with sackcloth, and sat in ashes.  

And he issued a proclamation and published through Ninevah, “By the decree of the king and his nobles: Let neither man nor beast, herd nor flock, taste anything.  Let them not feed or drink water, but let man and beast be covered with sackcloth, and let them call out mightily to God.  Let everyone turn from his evil way and from the violence that is in his hands.  Who knows?  God may turn and relent and turn from His fierce anger, so that we may not perish.”


When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil way, God relented of the disaster that He had said He would do to them, and He did not do it.
Look at these three dimensions of change that this revival produced in the Ninevites.


The same things will happen in every place where God sends revival.

a.  Worldly people became godly



The people of Ninevah believed God  (vs 5)

The change was virtually instant



On Tuesday evening, Ninevites went home and talked about sports and banking.



By Wednesday afternoon, they were in the streets talking about their sins.



On Thursday, nobody went to work; they stayed home praying for God’s mercy.


We’re accustomed to seeing change come gradually.



It takes centuries for a river to carve a canyon.



It takes years for politicians to rewrite bad laws. 



It takes weeks for a robin’s egg to hatch.


But when God sends revival, it can happen overnight!



Before Jonah’s preaching, the Ninevites had no interest in God.



They couldn’t have cared less who He was or what He thought.



But these totally secular, worldly people suddenly became godly.

The changes are not only rapid.



They’re also radical.



People begin thinking in new ways.



Their attitudes change.


Things they used to care about don’t matter any more.




What do most people live for?



Sports, recreation, success, a good reputation, promotions at work.



That’s what “worldliness” is.


And things they never used to think about now become the most important things to them.




The fact that they will answer to God for their secret thoughts.



An overwhelming awareness of their guilt and unworthiness before God.



The inevitability of severe judgment unless He’s merciful.


Their time is spent in different pursuits.



Worship becomes a joy, not a bore.



Reading the Bible takes the place of reading the newspaper. 



There’s an urgency to prayer.

How can that happen?



How can people’s nature change overnight?



Not just one or two.



But a whole city ... with hundreds of thousands of inhabitants?


It did in Ninevah.



Verse 5 says they “believed” God.



They not only believed that He exists.



They believed that He was about to destroy them.

 
And they did something about it ... something drastic!


Not only did worldly people become godly.
b.  Proud people became humble



They called for a fast and put on sackcloth  (vs 5)

Ninevah was the most powerful city in the world.



Economically, politically, militarily.



These people were secure, with nothing to worry about.



They had made it to the top, and no one could take it away from them.


But now, here they were on their knees.



Pleading with God that He spare them.



Ripping off their expensive designer clothes.



Instead, wearing burlap bags, covering themselves with ashes.


There was plenty of food in their pantries, but they were fasting.



Fasting because they were too distraught to think about eating.



Fasting because there was something more urgent than food.



And that was seeking the face of God.

Pride is one of the primary obstacles to a proper relationship with God.



Have you realized, yet, that everything you have has come from Him?



That He could take it away in a moment.



And then, what would you have to lean on?


The world looks at humility and interprets it as weakness.



Humble people get taken advantage of, they get walked on.



But Jesus said humble people inherit the kingdom of God.



That’s because they’ve seen how small they are and how great He is!


Revivals produce humble societies.




People who realize they’re not in charge.



God is.

Worldly people became godly … proud people became humble …
c.  Violent people became compassionate



Let everyone turn from his evil way and from the violence that is in his hands  (vs 8)

This is what Ninevah was most famous for.



This was a culture that arrogantly and ruthlessly took whatever it wanted.



They walked all over anyone who got in their way.



Violence and intimidation were the way to get ahead.


It wasn’t just that their army treated other nations that way. 



People in Ninevah had learned to act that way toward one another.






Orphans had no one to take of them.




The poor had no protection under the law.




Elderly and sick were left to die of exposure.


If it were today we’d say this was a culture that had overdosed on violence.



An epidemic of drug abuse.



Muggings and rapes and car jackings a daily occurrence.



Children growing up unloved and undisciplined.


Sound familiar? 


Look at the initial command God gave to Jonah.



Go to Ninevah and preach against it, because its wickedness has come up before Me.



Out of all the pagan cities of the world, Ninevah stood out as the most brutal.



God’s wrath couldn’t be held back any longer.

But when revival swept through the city, people’s hearts were softened.



There was a new sense of compassion for the poor, the sick, the needy.



Here’s what the king officially decreed.



Let everyone turn from his evil way and from the violence that is in his hands  

There’s even this unusual reference to animals.



If they were as bad as it sounds, they probably abused animals, as well.



Working them until they dropped ... not giving them the food and water they needed.



But in the call to repentance, even the animals were included!

You’ve all known cruel, arrogant bullies.



Maybe you work for one.



Maybe you live next door to one.



Maybe there’s one in your family.


When God sends revival, bullies become puppy dogs, full of love.



It seems impossible.



But that’s what God specializes in.



Changing people everyone thinks are beyond hope!

Wouldn’t it be wonderful to be alive when God sent revival?



To be an eyewitness to that kind of power?



To experience that greatest of miracles.



Sounds impossible ... and incredible ... but God does it!

CONCLUSION


One of the most spectacular flowers we grow in our yards is the impatiens.



You don’t have to go to a botanical garden to see them.



People all around town grow them in the summer.


They produce massive clusters of brilliant flowers.



Reds - pinks - oranges - whites - purples.



And they just keep on blooming, week after week, all through the whole season.


But impatiens dry out very quickly in the summer sun, don’t they?



One minute, they can look like pillows of color.



The next, they’ll be drooping, nearly lifeless.

If you try to fix them by propping them up again, it’s useless.



The stems will still hang there, limp and dying.



Besides, there’s too many stems to go around, one at a time, bracing up each one.


You can try putting some shade over them.



Or plucking off the stems that are too far gone to help the ones that aren’t that bad.



But it won’t work.

There’s only one thing that will do it, isn’t there?



You’ve got to get the hose out and spray the whole area.



You need to soak the ground, so those dry stems can soak up that life-giving water.


Within minutes, the whole field of impatiens will be full of life again.



It’s almost miraculous.



They’ve been revived!

We can try everything we can think of when everything around us is drying up.



But it won’t prevent the inevitable.



It will take more than any human being can accomplish.


But when God turns on the water and sprinkles the Holy Spirit, life returns.



That’s revival.



And that’s what we desperately need. 

