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 I’m excited about our ‘Fail’ series, so many failures, so little time! So let’s pick it up where we left off next week. If you missed, we podcast these things! So you can catch up. And this is fun, if you attend one of our seven campuses, we consider you immediate family. If you tune into our podcast, we think of you as extended family. Did you know that we have people from 181 countries that tune into our podcasts? We have more people watch our podcasts than attend our seven locations. So a welcome to those of you who are viewing via podcast!
Jonah Chapter 3

And the word of the Lord came unto Jonah the second time,

I love that!  A second chance! It is never too late to be who you might have been. 

The Lord spoke his word to Jonah again and said, 2 “Get up, go to the great city Nineveh, and preach to it what I tell you to say.”

3 So Jonah obeyed the Lord and got up and went to Nineveh. It was a very large city; just to walk across it took a person three days. 4 After Jonah had entered the city and walked for one day, he preached to the people, saying, “After forty days, Nineveh will be destroyed!”

Can I come right out and say this? This is the worst sermon ever! Is this the best you’ve got? 40 days from now, Nineveh will be destroyed. Eight words. I don’t even think he is trying. This is not a very convincing sermon. Imagine some weekend I get up here and say, 40 days from now, DC will be destroyed. God bless you guys, we’ll see you next week. You would walk out and probably never come back. You might even boo and I would not blame you. I’ve preached some bad sermons but that one would be the worst! 

Speaking of bad sermons, one of our campus pastors, I won’t mention his initials but his name is Rob Schmidgall. He and I have laughed about this so many times. Early in his ministry, he preached a whole message about the scepter of God. The scepter, the symbol of power and authority. The only problem is, he used the word seplecur the entire time. Those are two very different things! We laugh but what I love about it is this, God is bigger than our sermons! God is way better than my best sermon and I’m so grateful that my sermons don’t dictate what God does. This is not the greatest sermon in the world. 40 days from now, Nineveh will be destroyed.
Here’s the amazing thing – the people of Nineveh believed God’s message! Don’t fall into the trap, I have always subscribed to the theory that I can listen to the worst sermon I’ve ever heard and I can get something out of it. I think it is about going into to it with a hungry heart and with ears to hear saying God, help me not evaluate this sermon but help me learn from it. God do something in my heart. And that wasn’t in my notes, I’m just preaching to myself.

The people of Nineveh believed God. They announced that they would fast for a while, and they put on rough cloth to show their sadness. All the people in the city did this, from the most important to the least important.

10 When God saw what the people did, that they stopped doing evil, he changed his mind and did not do what he had warned. He did not punish them.

This is incredible! God changes his mind! I don’t even know how to put this into context.  But I was thinking about it and the first thing that came to mind was the Schmidgall family that I was grafted into by marrying my wife Lora. The Schmidgall, by nature and by nurture, are die-hard Bears fans. Imagine every one of them becoming Packers fans! I prayed. Some things only happen by prayer and fasting! It is unthinkable to me. I mean, I have faith but I don’t have that much faith! I can’t imagine a family of die-hard Bears fans becoming Packers fans. Our campus pastor at Georgetown, Mike, has been known to wear Yankees attire when the Yankees win.  I’m just playing, he wears it all the time! There is a law of baseball that if you love the Yankees, you have to hate the Red Sox. Now imagine that Mike changes his mind. What?! That would be a serious sports conversion story. Even us changing our mind is a big thing but what’s going on here with God changing his mind? This is very rare in Scripture. It happens only a time or two over thousands of years of history. But God changes his mind. Honestly, if I said to you, can you change God’s mind, I bet most of us would say no. How can you change the mind of someone who is omniscient and omnipotent? But I want you to hear what I’m about to say. Do not miss this. You can change God’s mind. How? The same way the Ninevites did. Genuine repentance. Nothing brings about change in our life, nothing is a catalyst for personal change or changing an entire city like repentance.

What’s interesting to me is it is almost a little play on words here, a little twist, if you will. The word ‘repentance’ in the Greek means change of mind. So they changed their minds toward God and God changed his mind toward them. That is the power of repentance. And that is at the disposal of every one of us. 

Here’s what I’m getting at. God has the power to change an entire city through one person. Here is the good news. If God can use a rogue prophet who goes off the reservation, who smells like fish, who throws temper tantrums and pity parties, who preaches rather pathetic eight-word sermons, if God can change a city through that city, then God can do anything through anyone. That’s the point. God can use you despite your failures. In fact, sometimes your failures become the leverage point. Corinthians says God’s power is made perfect in our weaknesses. 

I think this is a story that tells us that God’s competency always overcompensates for our incompetence. All of us have incompetencies but God’s competence can compensate for it. 

So revival sweeps across the city of Nineveh and you’ve got to love Jonah’s reaction.

Chapter 4

But this made Jonah very unhappy, and he became angry.
Ok, there are certain moments when you are reading the Bible that if you are really reading it, your reaction is what? It doesn’t make sense. Here’s what’s scary, this is Jonah on his best day. 
2 He prayed to the Lord, “When I was still in my own country this is what I said would happen, and that is why I quickly ran away to Tarshish. I knew that you are a God who is kind and shows mercy. You don’t become angry quickly, and you have great love. I knew you would choose not to cause harm. 3 So now I ask you, Lord, please kill me. It is better for me to die than to live.”

So let me get this straight, your problem with God is his mercy and compassion? This is crazy! But here’s the thing, don’t judge Jonah, not until you hear the rest of the story. Just sit tight because you might see Jonah when you are looking in the mirror. 

Here’s why Jonah is upset. The Ninevites were part of the Assyrian kingdom. I told you that within 50 years it would become the capital and those very same Assyrians would come and invade Judah and Israel and wreak havoc on the people of God. Listen, the Assyrians were barbarians. They didn’t just murder, they tortured their victims. I’m not going to get into the gory details but let’s just say they didn’t say they didn’t abide by the Geneva Convention. They committed unconscionable acts of cruelty. You could call them the evil empire. They were the arch enemy of Israel in the 7th Century BC.  So in the eyes of Jonah, no one deserved grace less. But here’s what that means. It means that no one needed it more. 
Stick with me and we will check back into this in a minute. I think this is good old-fashioned racism.  Jonah, the Jewish prophet, believed that the Assyrians weren’t deserving of what he didn’t deserve either, the grace of God.

Let me fast forward. There is an interesting moment in the New Testament, Acts 10:34, a defining moment for Peter. Remember Cornelius is the first Gentile convert and Peter’s eyes are opened. He says, ‘I now perceive that God is no respecter or persons.  In other words, God doesn’t care who you are or who you are not. It doesn’t matter what you’ve done or haven’t done. You race or your resume doesn’t matter to God. He wants to show you his grace no matter how good or how bad you think you’ve been. And that’s the point of the book of Jonah. Even the Assyrians, who probably deserved it least were not beyond God’s grace. And the good news is, neither are you.

Here’s our fundamental problem. I want you to think long and hard about this and tell me if this is the truth. The bottom line is this, we want God to judge others at the very same point where we want God to show us mercy. If we could drill down on this and see those places where we want God to show us mercy but also see, wow, that’s at the same point where I want God to show his judgment on others, I think it would be the most eye-opening experience. I think our biggest failures are our failure to extend the same grace to others that God has extended to us. 

Our Lent reading on Saturday took us through the book of Galatians. Let me tell you where God stopped me in my tracks. Galatians 2:21. I’m reading through the King James Version and part of why I’m doing that is because sometimes I need different language that I haven’t read over and over again that causes my synapse to fire the same way. I need a different translation every once in a while to help me turn the kaleidoscope and that has been happening as I’ve been reading through the New Testament with so many of you.

Galatians 2:21 says

I do not frustrate the grace of God.
I read that today and I couldn’t keep reading. I had to spend some time praying about it. I was so convicted because I wondered how many times I have frustrated the grace of God. Let me tell you what it means to frustrate the grace of God. It means you are being selfish with God’s grace. You want it for me and mine but you aren’t willing to share it with everybody else. It is believing that we qualify for God’s grace but someone who has committed a different sin doesn’t qualify. I wonder how many times I’ve been a racist instead of a gracist. My friend David Anderson says that in a great book on the topic. In the church, there is no room for racism. There is only room for gracism. That is extending grace regardless of race, regardless of what particular sin they’ve committed, regardless of what political party they belong to. The word ‘frustrate’ means to nullify, to invalidate, to void. 

Here’s how I think about it. God’s grace is a blank check. I don’t know about you but I like blank checks made out to me with no limit on it! How much grace do you need? There are sufficient funds in my account to cover what I need. But when you don’t extend the same grace to others that God has extended to you, here’s what you do, you write void across that check and you cancel it. I’m only preaching what the Bible says. We need to be very careful that we don’t nullify, invalidate, void the grace of God to us because we aren’t willing to show some grace to some Assyrians. 

I love people who love me! I’m good at it! If you love me, I will love you right back. We will get along real good. It is so easy to love my wife. She loves me! Is that any credit to me? No! What have we been talking about the last several weeks? The litmus test is loving the people that you like the least. And then Jesus ups the ante and comes along and says love your enemies. Ok, I’m just going to say what comes to mind. We can’t even love each other. I think about how much sideways energy there is in the kingdom. I mean, we are having a hard time loving each other and our differences when Jesus has called us to love our enemies. It is the litmus test and the Assyrians are Exhibit A. 

A few weeks ago, our Crosswalk Kids were studying Matthew 18, the story of the unmerciful servant. By the way, can we just give it up for our Crosswalk Kids team? I so appreciate them and the way they serve. Nina Schmidgall, who has led that ministry for so many years, our staff, our volunteers, week in and week out, it is a huge lift to serve and love and teach our kids across seven campuses every week. So I am so grateful. So a couple of weeks ago, they were studying Matthew 18 and it is one of the most powerful pictures of God’s grace in the Bible. Let me just explain it to you. A man is forgiven 10,000 talents. That is the baseline of the story but let me do a little currency exchange. One talent was 180 months wages! That’s 15 years of wages per talent and we are talking about 10,000. So here’s what we are talking about. His debt is 150,000 years of wages! Even if you make minimum wage, $2,023,962,500, can you imagine having that kind of debt forgiven? I mean, we would take student loan forgiveness, right? Car loan, home loan, we will take those, but a two billion dollar debt retired? Ok! Then this guy who has been forgiven a 10,000 talents debt bumps into someone who owes him 100 pence. There are varying measures but one of them is that a pence is 16 cents. You can do that math. This guy owed him 16 bucks. For 16 bucks, you are going to sell God short? For the two billion dollar debt that has been forgiven you, you are going to write void across that because someone owes you 16 bucks? Here’s the point, God has forgiven our two billion dollar debt, how can we not forgive the $16 sins of others? 
Friday night, Lora and I went out on a double date with some friends and I don’t know how it came up but it was a story about Billy Graham. I think it is worth sharing. After the Monica Lewinsky ordeal, President Clinton reached out to Billy Graham and invited him to the White House. There were those who criticized him for going. Is that any shock to anybody who lives in Washington DC? They will find controversy in anything no matter what side you are on. So Billy came under a little bit of fire. When he was asked to defend his decision, here’s what he said. ‘It is the Holy Spirit’s job to convict, it is God’s job to judge, it is my job to love.’  Maybe we ought to just stay here for a minute. What is our job? Is it our job to judge the Assyrians or is it possibly our job to extend some grace so that they might come to a place of repentance? I know I’m walking into some waters right here making a few people feel uncomfortable, but good, that’s exactly where we need to be. This is risky business. By the way, did anybody else get an invitation that he came under criticism for? Jesus! What are you doing having lunch with republicans and sinners? Don’t you know it is not the healthy who need a doctor? It is those who are sick! Who else would I hang out with? I think at some point, most of us follow Christ up to the point of convenience, up to the point of comfortability where it doesn’t involve any kind of sacrifice. What I’m saying is that Jesus called us to go much further than that, to figure out what it means to love our enemies.

Now let me jump back into the story.  

4 Then the Lord said, “Do you think it is right for you to be angry?”

Here’s what’s funny, Jonah should have been rejoicing with the angels in heaven. 120,000 people repent, that should have been a huge party. The Bible says that the angels in heaven rejoice when one sinner repents. So this is like 1999 in heaven. This is like a serious party moment! There is some significant rejoicing. God’s grace did it again! Look at the Ninevites! Wow! So Jonah should have been rejoicing with them but instead he is angry. So God calls him on the carpet. I had a professor in graduate school who liked to ask a question over and over again, for a variety of reasons. One, to discover the God-ordained passion in your heart, and two, to discover if your heart breaks for the things that break the heart of God. Here’s what he used to say. What makes you cry or pound your fist on the table? In other words, what makes you mad or sad? I added one to it, what puts a smile on your face? What makes you mad or sad or glad? I think our emotions, if you will, or spiritual bread crumbs that reveal what’s in our hearts. If you follow the bread crumbs of your emotions, it will help you get to some root issues in your life so that God can deal with them and bring you to a place of wholeness and healing and sanctification. And that’s where God wants us to get. But if you never follow that trail of bread crumbs, you will not get there. 

So here’s what we are going to do. We are going to follow the trail that Jonah left and we will see it in just a moment.

Verse 5

5 Jonah went out and sat down east of the city. There he made a shelter for himself and sat in the shade, waiting to see what would happen to the city. 6 The Lord made a plant grow quickly up over Jonah, which gave him shade and helped him to be more comfortable. Jonah was very pleased to have the plant.

What a touching moment. Based on the original Hebrew name, that gourd plant had a wide variety of medicinal purposes. In its extract form, there are anti-inflammatory and anti-histamine effects. It could grow up to 10 feet in a year. But all of that is beside the point. Jonah loved his gourd. He probably named it. He probably petted it. This is a comical moment and you can’t read it any other way. Jonah is mad that God saved the city but oh he loved his little plant. 120,000 Ninevites can go to hell but I love my gourd. You tell me, is he rejoicing in the wrong thing? And do we not do the same thing? Are our hearts breaking because there are people who are far from God, who have never encountered his grace and who have never experienced the joy of the Lord, the peace that passes understanding and have never experienced what it feels like to know that their sins are nailed to the cross and they are forgiven and their sin is forgotten and their eternal destiny is secure in the Lord Jesus Christ? There is no other way to live! Yet, there are a lot of people who aren’t living that way and the reality is that a lot of us get a lot more upset about some things than the things we should be.
How many of us rejoice in the wrong things? 

I’m going to drill down a little deeper. One of the verses just stopped me in my tracks in this Lent reading plan. It was Luke 10:20. I can’t tell you how many times in my journal I’ve gone back to it. There are not many places in the Bible where God says rejoice not, but He does there. He says rejoice not that evil spirits submit to you. I don’t know, if I’ve got evil spirits submitting to me, I might be feeling pretty good about that. There is a lot of power in that. That might be something that I would be tempted to rejoice in. But what does it say. Don’t rejoice that spirits submit you. Rejoice that your names are registered in the heaven, that your names are in the Book of Life. If you are not registered, you don’t get in. How do you make reservations? It is not complicated. The Bible says if we confess our sins and profess our faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, we will be saved. In that moment, that moment we put our faith in Jesus Christ, our names are literally written in the Book of Life. Our reservation is made. Our name, can you see it, inked in that Book. The thing that came to mind as I was thinking about it was back in junior high when they did the last cut for the basketball team the old-fashioned way. It was really cruel and unusual punishment. They put the list up on the door and everybody comes to see whose name is not on there. It was such a humbling, awkward, fearful, terrible moment unless your name is on there, then it feels pretty sweet. My name is inked on the list. This is what we need to care about. This is what matters. 

Let me be the first one to say that I have rejoiced in the wrong things. Don’t get me wrong. You go ahead and thank God for your little pet gourd. Who made it grow? God did! So thank God for pet gourds or the latest outfit you bought or the car you drive or the house you live in. Thank God for those things. Those are gifts from Him. Some of them just common grace, grace we don’t deserve. Thank God for those things. But what are you rejoicing in? Are you rejoicing fundamentally in the right things?
You know that at the beginning of the year, I started keeping a gratitude journal. It changed my life again. I started listing things I’m grateful for and it was a game changer. Your focus determines your reality. About a week ago, I picked up a book. I’ve read it once and decided to read it twice. I highly recommend it. One Thousand Gifts by Ann Voskamp. She is a wonderful writer. She begins to share a moment when she was sitting at the hair dressers and she saw a woman reading One Thousand Places to Visit Before You Die.  There is nothing wrong with going places and seeing things. After our trip to Berlin, didn’t I tell you that Lora and Summer and I went to Paris and spent a day there? It was awesome! Crepes were awesome! The Eifel Tower! We climbed 677 stairs because why would we wait an hour to get on an elevator. We went to the top and one of my life goals was to kiss my wife at the top of the Eifel Tower. Done! It was an awesome moment. But can I tell you this, I love my wife here as much as I did there. It is not about being here, there, or any other place. It is about realizing that you are on holy ground and that God is right here right now. It is not about one thousand places to visit before you die. I love how Ann flips it. She started numbering, trying to come up with 1,000 things that she was grateful for. I can’t describe this but something flipped in me and so two weeks, I started numbering. I hadn’t done that. Every day I was finding something to be grateful for but you know what my goal is? Now my goal is 1,000 things that I’m grateful for and it is cultivating a heart of gratitude in my life for big things and little things. But can I tell you what number one is? Number one, my sin is nailed to the cross. I’m a child of God! At the end of the day, number one is all I need. All I need is number one. In my journal, I often write blessed beyond and beyond blessed. I can’t even describe how blessed I feel in so many days. Don’t think that every day is a great day. I had at least two bad days this week. One of them because of something dumb I did. So don’t think every day is great but I know how blessed I am because I am numbering it. Count your blessings. Count your benefits. But let’s start with the fact that our names are written in the Book of Life. If your name is not, it can be today.

That brings me to my conclusion. In Matthew 12, there is an interesting moment when Jesus looks back on this story in Jonah.

38 Then some of the Pharisees and teachers of the law answered Jesus, saying, “Teacher, we want to see you work a miracle as a sign.”
39 Jesus answered, “Evil and sinful people are the ones who want to see a miracle for a sign. But no sign will be given to them, except the sign of the prophet Jonah. 40 Jonah was in the stomach of the big fish for three days and three nights. In the same way, the Son of Man will be in the grave three days and three nights. The men of Niniveh will stand up at the judgment with this generation and condemn it, for they repented at the preaching of Jonah. And I tell you that someone greater than Jonah is here.
Jonah spent three days in the belly of a whale. Jesus spent three days in a tomb. 

Last week, I said you don’t have to stay in the belly of the whale because Jesus didn’t stay in the tomb. When He walked out of the tomb, the word ‘impossible’ is eliminated from our vocabulary. It is the game changer. Today is your day. You are here because this is your moment.  You do not have to walk out of here not knowing that your name is written in that Book.

Here’s what I want to challenge you to do. This weekend at all of our locations, if you want to make a decision to put your faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, here is what I encourage you to do. It is as simple as a prayer. Lord I confess my sin. I have fallen short of your glory. I can’t do enough good things to make up for the bad things I’ve done but I thank You that I don’t have to. It is not about what I do for You, it is about what You have done for me. So I give you thanks for the sinless Son of God, for Jesus Christ who paid a debt He didn’t owe to forgive my two billion dollar sin debt so that I could know that my sin if nailed to that cross. So I thank You that You did something for me that I could have never done for myself.

Pray a simple prayer like that and in that moment, the Bible says your name is written in that Book of Life. If you make that decision this weekend, I challenge you to get baptized. Here’s why. It is how we go public with our faith in Jesus Christ. When you go under the water, it symbolizes your death to self. We read it today in our reading in Galatians, that I no longer live but Christ lives in me. So you go under that water and die to self and we have a 1,000 batting percentage, we have always brought people back up. We’ve never left anybody down there! And when you come back up, it represents the new life you have in Jesus Christ. You take that step of faith and I promise it will be one thing you never regret.

God thank You for hearts that have been opened to hear. God at some moment, something a little convicting or a little uncomfortable, those are the places where we grow. God I pray that You would help us see those areas where we fall short, those things we rejoice in that really shouldn’t be the focus of our rejoicing. Help us rejoice in the Lord Jesus Christ and what He has accomplished for each and every one of us. For these things we give You thanks and praise. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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