In his day, who was the most effective evangelist—Jesus or Jonah? Most people would instinctively answer “Jesus” because of all the Christian radio stations and metal crosses that have sprung up. This would be a wrong answer, however, because the question was: Who was the most effective evangelist in his day. By the end of His ministry, Jesus had converted only a handful of radicals to His message of love your neighbor as yourself. Jonah, on the other hand, converted 120,000 ordinary men and women from heathenry to God-fearing repentance, all in a single afternoon’s work. Why did God do this with Jesus and Jonah and—even more disturbing—why did He cause me to write about it? I believe it was to teach the following lesson about attitude: When it comes to doing the Lord’s work, attitude doesn’t much matter.   

Jonah’s attitude, from start to finish, smelled like a fishery. When God first told him to preach repentance to Nineveh, Jonah said, “No.” The prophet then spent several days and weeks devising a daring and ingenious plan of how to keep God from bothering him: He would run away from God in a big boat; a huge wooden boat! This was the best idea Jonah ever had. It took God many, many hours of intense searching to find Jonah. When God finally did locate the reticent prophet, Jonah was thrashing about in the ocean, seconds from drowning. How had this happened? Jonah had become so depressed over just being Jonah that he’d asked his shipmates to throw him overboard. The clever mariner was near death when God sent a giant fish to swallow him. This was the best thing that could have happened to Jonah because the fish saved his life. Bad day? You know you’re having a bad day when the best thing that happens to you is you get swallowed by a giant fish.

The fish spit out Jonah three days later, conveniently, on the shores of Nineveh. God again commanded His prophet to preach repentance to Nineveh, and the idea made a lot more sense to Jonah this time. But it didn’t mean he had to like it! Post-fish, Jonah’s attitude still ranked a little lower than the angels. We know this because we have a record of his exact words as he went about Nineveh doing the Lord’s work. Here is the text of his sermon, in its entirety:  

“Yet forty days and Nineveh will be overthrown” (Jon. 3:4).   

It’s hard to imagine whittling a sermon down to less. If a preacher today pulled a sad little stunt like this, he’d be fired. What church board would put up with it? No organ music? No

flaming rhetoric? No altar boys or incense? And why aren’t you waving your Bible? No, but here’s you, waddling through town like a beat penguin, preaching with your chin on your chest from a 3X5 index card, hating your job to death, smelling like a giant fish, and not giving a herring in hades whether any of your congregation repent or not. 

The result of Jonah’s ministry is laid out in lavish detail in the very next verse: “Then the people of Nineveh believed in God.” This was 120,000 people. The repentance of the city was so sweeping and sincere and great that God changed His mind concerning what He would do to Nineveh and spared the city. Jonah was so ecstatic over the success of his ministry that “it greatly displeased Jonah and he became angry” (Jon. 4:1). This is quite understandable because the whole account of Jonah is stupid and ridiculous and—compared with the preaching of Jesus—quite instructive concerning God’s timing and will and use of people.

Speaking of fish, consider Jonah

God told Jonah to go to Nineveh and preach repentance to the Ninevites. Jonah said, “Well, honestly? I’m an Israelite—the superior race, you know—and I really don’t want to soil myself preaching to a bunch of [image: image1.jpg]T
“‘HW“““J}““““‘W“\M‘
e ‘1“”"\\6&“

i
I

il i
ll (i
IR

- o M“

N i




heathen, but thanks anyway.” So he books himself on a ship bound for Tarshish (now Gibraltar) as far away from Nineveh as he can get.
The ship is staffed by—heathen. Oh, well. Jonah doesn’t care, as long as he can get to the other side of the compass from Nineveh as quickly as possible. 
But then a life-threatening storm arises. The mariners see it as a curse of God and they cast lots to determine the responsible party. The lot falls to Jonah, and this really must have impressed the prophet, knowing that God could work His will even on a ship full of non-Israelites. Jonah knows the storm is his fault, and finally admits to the crew that he’s running away from God. These heathen turn out to be decent fellows and think of how they can save Jonah. First they try to land him, to no avail. Next they offer sacrifices to Jonah’s God in hopes of appeasing Him and sparing Jonah’s life—and theirs by extension. Nothing works. The kindness of the mariners has affected Jonah, however, for see how he now offers himself to spare their lives. “Cast me overboard!” says the prophet. The mariners, seeing no other alternative, do so. Immediately, the storm is calmed, and Jonah is saved—yes, saved—by a large fish. 
Jonah is spit out at Nineveh with a new admiration for non-Israelites, for God’s sovereign power, and maybe even for large fish.    
�








