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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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Life hits us with some pretty tough questions.



Like, “Why does the price of gas drop the day after you fill up your car?”



Or, “How come nails go in straight with everybody’s hammer except yours?”



My favorite is, “How come the restaurant always sold the last piece of blueberry pie 5 minutes ago?”


Reader’s Digest had a cute one on one of their humor pages.



The question was, “Why did the chicken cross the road?”



There followed a series of answers from famous individuals.


Geraldo Rivera: Stay tuned as a panel of chickens reveals the shocking truth!


Albert Einstein: Whether the chicken crossed the road or the road crossed the chicken 




depends on your frame of reference.


Gene Roddenberry (Star Trek): To boldly go where no chicken has gone before.


Tomás de Torquemada (Grand Inquisitor of the Spanish Inquisition): Give me ten minutes 





with the chicken and I’ll find out.


The Sphinx: You tell me.


Jackie Mason: Whaddaya want, it should just stand there?


Jack Nicholson: ‘Cause it #@#%$# ^#* wanted to, that’s why.


Ernest Hemingway: To die.  In the rain.


Howard Cosell: It may very well have been one of the most astonishing events to grace the annals of history.  


An avian biped’s attempt at such a herculean achievement, formerly relegated to Homo sapien pedestrians, 


is truly a remarkable occurrence.


David Letterman: And the No. 1 reason - fricassee!

The really tough questions come when tragedy strikes.



The mother who can’t understand why her prayers for her dying infant went unanswered.



The grieving widow wondering why the drunk driver hit their car.



Or the family that wants to know why their father had to get cancer.


But there are bigger questions than those.



And they have to do with God’s love.



Maybe you’ve never taken the time to ask them.


Jonah did.



He watched God’s love in action.



And he couldn’t understand it.



It didn’t make any sense to him.


He knew God was a God of love.



He said that in verse 2 of this chapter.



That’s why he didn’t go to Ninevah in the first place.



He was afraid God would let them off the hook, somehow.


But he only believed in God’s love in general.




When it became specific, he couldn’t figure it out.



In fact, it made him angry.



That’s what we saw last week.

There was a “Peanuts” cartoon years ago where Charlie Brown was just like Jonah.



He was talking to Lucy.



He said, “I love mankind.”



“It’s people I can’t stand.”


Jonah could deal with God loving people.



But not people like this.



Not brutal pagan idolaters like the Ninevites.



How could God possibly love people like that?!


Jonah said, “God, I don’t understand Your love.




And do you know what God’s response was?



He said, “Jonah, I don’t understand your love!”



I’ll show you in a few minutes how God used the plant and the worm to say that.

This morning is not only the conclusion to our study of the book of Jonah.



It’s also the climax.



This brings us face to face with the central message of the book.

 
The book is not about Jonah ... or the Ninevites.



It’s about God ... and the magnificence of His love for people like you and me.

1.  The Tough Question ... Why Did God Love Ninevah?


We’ve grown up all our lives hearing that God loves people.



For some, it’s become almost meaningless.



As one German cynic put it, “Of course God forgives people ... that’s His job.”  (Heinrich Heine)

But you need to realize what an amazing thing that is.



Think about how difficult it is for you to love some people.



The manager who cuts you down in front of the others at the office.



The relative who goes out of her way to be nasty to you.


If obnoxious people like those are that hard for us to love, how much more difficult for God?



And yet He does.



Let me show you what His love for Ninevah tells us about His love.

a.  God’s love is gracious ... it’s for the undeserving

We know love as something you feel toward people who are kind and gentle and thoughtful.



But the people of Ninevah were none of those things.



Not toward their own populace ... or their neighbors ... much less toward the Lord.


I’ve told you before about their well-deserved reputation for brutality and violence.



Living in Ninevah was like living in Harlem or East Los Angeles.



They had no respect for life and took whatever they wanted by force.


Not only that, they had no respect for the God of the Bible.



The only deities they worshipped were pagan gods made in their own image.



Gods of sex and power and greed.

Jonah knew God was a God of love.
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But nobody could love people like those Ninevites.



They didn’t deserve it.

And yet, that’s exactly what makes God’s love what it is ... grace for the undeserving.



Tell me, who is deserving of His love?



Who has acted toward Him with a pure heart?


Jonah thought he had.



But look at what he did when God gave him a direct command.



He defiantly ran the other way.


No, Jonah was as undeserving of God’s love as the Ninevites.



In fact, more so, since as a Jew, he knew better.



If Jonah insisted on God’s only loving people who deserved it, he’d be without hope, too.

What was your reaction when you heard that Mickey Mantle gave his life to Christ before he died?



You thought, “That’s wonderful.”



“He’s such a great guy, I’m so glad he got saved.”


What about when you heard that Jeffrey Dahmer was converted before he was beaten to death in prison by fellow inmates?



The serial killer from Minnesota who cannibalized his victims.



Did you find yourself denying it, “It can’t be true.”



“What he did was too terrible, too despicable!”

Look, the difference between your sins and Jeffrey Dahmer’s is minimal on God’s scale!




You don’t know God’s love unless you’re convinced He’s not obligated to you.



He doesn’t owe you a thing.



Anything better than hell is pure mercy.


Listen to these verses.



John 3:16 - God so loved the world  (this sinful, rebellious, guilty, corrupt world) 




that He gave His one and only Son.



Romans 5:8 - God demonstrates His own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, 



Christ died for us. 



I John 4:10 - This is love: not that we loved God, but that He loved us.


Every picture of God’s love in the Bible is a picture of this.



It is God’s love being given to people who don’t love Him.



In fact, it is God’s love being given to people who despise Him!

That’s a tough thing to understand.


Jonah couldn’t understand how God could be gracious to people like that.


He also couldn’t understand how God could ever forgive people like that.

b.  God’s love is forgiving ... it’s for the repentant

Jonah couldn’t understand how God could look at these wicked people of Ninevah.



How He could see what terrible things they had done.



And how He could totally forgive them, just because they repented.


If God was going to spare them, shouldn’t they at least suffer a little first?



Shouldn’t He at least demand something from them in payment?



Something to make up for all the horrible things they’d done?
That’s how we forgive, isn’t it?




“I’ll forgive you ... if you promise never to do it again.”



“I’ll forgive you ... if you repair the damage you’ve caused.”


That’s if we ever forgive at all.



Too often, we say we forgive, but we don’t, really.



We hang onto a grudge and the relationship is never healthy.

But God’s love is different.



He really does forgive.



And it really is free.


And yet, even that free forgiveness comes with a cost.



It’s costly to admit we’re wrong.



It takes a lot to face our sin ... to confess it ... and to be genuinely repentant.


Our pride will do all it can to keep us from doing that.



We’ll make excuses ... and rationalizations ... and try to minimalize our sin.



Anything but honestly accept the responsibility of it before God. 

All the people of Ninevah had to do was humble themselves and confess their sins to God.



When they did that, He forgave them and had compassion on them.



He didn’t destroy them as He had threatened.



And all it took was repentance ... genuine sorrow for sin.


And Jonah’s response was,




“I can’t understand that kind of love.”



“God, how can You do that?”


Jonah was missing the point.



That was how God had loved Jonah.



And Jonah’s repentance wasn’t even as deep, yet, as the people of Ninevah!

If it’s hard to understand how God could love Ninevah,


- it’s even harder to understand how God could love Jonah,


- when Jonah’s defiance of God was so blatant and so inexcusable.

2.  The Tougher Question ... Why Did God Love Jonah?

This is where the plant and the worm come into the picture.



God had every right to say to Jonah,



 “That’s it; I’m fed up with trying to get through to you.”  


But instead, He stooped down to try again to teach him.



And He did it with an object lesson, using the plant and the worm that He sent.


Actually, God sent three things ... a plant, a worm, and a wind.



It appears to us, like it must have to Jonah, that God was playing a mean trick on him.



First, He sent something nice ... to make Jonah feel better with the shade it offered.



Then He took it away by sending a worm to kill it.



And to make matters worse, then He sent a scorching heat wave to make Jonah miserable.


And all of this was being done by God to prove His love for Jonah?



It sure doesn’t look like it, does it?



But let me show you what God was trying to teach him.
a.  God’s love is comforting ... it’s for the hurting

God wasn’t insensitive to the fact that Jonah was having a hard time getting through all this.



He was genuinely sympathetic to this pitiful little prophet. 



Sitting on a hill overlooking Ninevah, pouting out in the hot sun.


The Hebrew verb is very specific.



God “appointed” that plant to grow.



He did so in that very place and on that very day so that Jonah would have some shade.



The Hebrew word is for the castor bean plant that grows very fast, up to 12 feet tall.



(Maybe this was God’s joke, suggesting that Jonah needed a good dose of castor oil!)


The Bible says God is the source of every good gift.



He’s the giver of all the things that, like shade, make our lives pleasant.



Not just air conditioning systems in the summer and furnaces in the winter.



But relaxing vacations and thoughtful friends and good health.

Jonah was acting like a spoiled brat.



He didn’t get what he wanted ... the destruction of Ninevah.



But God still loved him and gave him this plant to lift his spirits and cool his body.


Perhaps God knew that Jonah needed a break.



That his system was about to overload and crash.



1 Corinthians 10:13 assures us He won’t allow us to be tempted beyond what we’re able to bear.



Although He certainly pushes us very close to the limits sometimes, doesn’t He?

But the main reason God gave him that plant wasn’t to make him comfortable.

 



God loves His children too much to leave them in their comfort.



Not when they need to be made uncomfortable to learn something extremely vital.


We miss that sometimes, especially when we’re hurting.



That’s when we cry out, “God, why are You doing this to me?”



“I thought You were supposed to be there to make me happy.”


That’s when He answers, “No, my child; you’ve got it all wrong.”



“I’m not here to make you happy.”



“I’m here to make you holy.”

And holiness always comes through affliction.



Remember Genesis 50:20, where Joseph told the brothers who had sold him into slavery,




What you meant for evil, God meant for good.



Or Romans 8:28, where Paul assures us that God causes all things to work together for good 



to those who love Him  and are called according to His purpose.

Every tragedy that you face has God’s fingerprints on it.



Spurgeon said every sorrow that comes to us arrives in the outstretched, loving palm of God’s hand.


God will use it to make you more of what He wants you to be.

That’s not easy to understand when we’re in pain, but it’s true.



God will give joys, and He’ll also give sorrows.



They’re intended to make us grow up to be like Jesus.



They’re all for our good, whether we see it at the time or not.


If you’re with a friend who’s drunk, that person can’t think straight any more.




For their own protection, you’ll refuse to let them drive.



They may even get very angry and take a swing at you.



But you will have saved their life, won’t you?


We have to do that all the time with our children.



It’s just like dealing with that drunk.



In fact, one writer said that’s the definition of a child:




- someone who is mildly inebriated until they reach a certain age.

If we can understand how helping one another - whom we love - may involve pain,



- how much more true must it be that God helps us, whom He loves,



- and that help is sometime accompanied by pain.
Here’s another way of putting it.
b.  God’s love is purifying ... it’s for the rebellious

God sends plants into our lives to make us happy.



And he sends worms into our lives to make us holy.



And He does it because He loves us ... just like He loved Jonah.


He refuses to let us grow so comfortable that we begin to depend on His gifts instead of Him.



Jonah needed comfort, so God appointed a plant to comfort him.



Verse 6 says, Now the LORD God appointed a plant and made it come up over Jonah, 




that it might be a shade over his head, to save him from his discomfort.

But Jonah needed to learn that that plant wasn’t the key to His happiness.



So God appointed a worm to take it away.



And we read that then Jonah wanted to die.



He said, It is better for me to die than to live.

What’s the source of happiness in your life?




Is it your job ... your kids ... your possessions?



What if God took it away?



What would you have to lean on then?

But there’s more to this lesson.
 



Remember, the book of Jonah is all about God’s love.



Not only God’s love for Ninevah.



But also, God’s love for Jonah.


This was a set-up on God’s part ... the plant and the worm.
 




He wanted Jonah to learn what it is to love something with all your heart.



As the sun beat down on him, the exceptionally large leaves of the plant were great.



Jonah was thrilled with it; he loved it.



He was “exceedingly glad” about the plant, according to verse 6.


Pretty soon, God was going to come back and say to Jonah,



“Remember how much you loved that little plant?”



“That’s just a plant, here today and gone tomorrow.”



“The loss of that plant devastated you, didn’t it?”



“How do you think I feel about an entire city of more than 120,000?”


I wish we could have gotten a snapshot of Jonah’s face at that moment.



The instant it all dawned on him.



When he suddenly realized what God had been trying to teach him all along.

3.  The Toughest Question ... Why Does God Love You?

Have you gotten the message yet?



I said we were going to look today at life’s toughest question.


You may have thought the toughest question is, “Why, God?” when tragedy strikes.



But that’s easy compared to this one.



Here’s the TOUGH question.

“How could God possibly love people as violent as the Ninevites?”



But He does!


A TOUGHER question is this.



“How could God possibly love people as arrogant as Jonah?”



But He does.

Now, here’s the TOUGHEST question of all.



Have you seen it coming yet?



Can you figure out what it is?


“Why does God love you?”

That’s what Christmas is all about.



God loving you so much, that He sent His Son.



Sent Him, not merely to be born for you, but to die for you.


Can you see any reason why He should have done that for you?



The God who knows ...




- every angry word you’ve ever spoken, 
 




- every selfish deed you’ve ever done,




- every perverted thought you’ve ever cherished.



How can He love you?

Martin Marty retells a parable from the Eye of the Needle  newsletter.
 


A holy man was engaged in his morning meditation under a tree 




- with roots that stretched out over the riverbank.



During his meditation, he noticed that the river was rising,




- and a scorpion caught in the roots was about to drown.



He crawled out on the roots and reached down to free the scorpion, 




- but every time he did so,




- the scorpion struck back at him.


An observer came along and said to the holy man,




“Don’t you know that’s a scorpion,




- and it’s in the nature of a scorpion to want to sting?”



To which the holy man replied,




“That may well be, but it is my nature to love.”




“I will not change my nature just because the scorpion will not change his.”

As Steve Brown would say, “You think about that.”
