Run Jonah, Run
Background
1. Jonah is on the Run
Jonah is a prophet and he’s on the run from God.  He’s running hard.  God has spoken to him, he knows its God, he understands what God wants him to do and why.  He just doesn’t want to do it.
Jonah is on the run and he’s hiding from God.  There are lots of ways to hide from God.  How do you hide from God?  Where do you hide from God?  What do you hide from God?  Something big?  Something small?  Sometimes small is actually big.
Jonah is hiding from God: by running away, by changing his direction, by getting on a boat, by looking for an excuse, by going to sleep.
The problem is that God is everywhere, and I think Jonah knows this.  In a way he knows that sometime soon God is going to catch up with him.

2. Historical Background
Jonah lived during the rule of king Jeroboam II (see 2 Kings 14:25).  Jeroboam ruled Israel for 41 years.  During that time Israel grew strong, grew prosperous and grew more sinful.  This was just a follow on from the rule of Jeroboam I.  Jonah’s successor, the prophet Amos prophesies against greed and self-indulgence.  This is Jonah’s context.  On the whole life is good, people are doing well and the future is looking rosey.

3. OT Law and Prophets
The book of Jonah is one of the minor prophets, so called because of the length of their writings not the significance of them.  So the book of Jonah covers just one double-page of the Bible.
There are 12 minor prophets, referred to in the Jewish culture as just “the 12”.  There are also major prophets, like Isaiah, and also The Law.  The law refers to the first 5 book of the Bible.
It was common to refer to “the law and prophets”, eg this is a phrase Jesus uses.  The Law was seen as the word of God, the rule of God, the code, the definition.  The prophets were people of history.  They applied God’s law, called to account, showed what was wrong etc.

4. Like a Play
The book unfolds like a play.  A play with 3 acts.  Act 1 scene 1 God calls, scene 2 Jonah runs, scene 3 the boat & storm, scene 4 thrown overboard and swallowed by a big fish - Cliff hanger!  Come back next week.  Act 2 lament inside the fish.  Act 3 Nineveh.  Final scene on a hill, scorching heat.
Hollywood film.
Jonah is a book of narrative – its his story.  But there is no moral commentary.  Jonah ran away from God and it was wrong – no one says this.

5. Jesus & Jonah
Jonah is the only Old Testament prophet with whom Jesus directly compared himself.  See Luke 11.  3 days in the belly of a whale parallels Jesus 3 days in hell.  Jesus obviously regarded Jonah’s experience and mission as of great significance.  Jonah’s home town, Gath-hepher, was only a few miles to the north of Nazareth, Jesus’ town. It was less than an hour’s walk away. Jesus must often have gone there. Perhaps even in his day the tomb of Jonah was pointed out there. Was it here that, in the days of his obscurity, Jesus began to meditate on the significance of Jonah and of his own mission.

6. Eight words
Jonah has a message.  The prophecy of Jonah was (in English) just 8 words.  “40 more days and Nineveh will be overturned”.  Often in the prophetic writings we have a lot of the prophecy and a little of the person of the prophet.  In Jonah we get completely the opposite balance.  We see some of what he’s like: grumpy, headstrong, determined, depressive.  A rough diamond.  The book of Jonah is a great encouragement because it destroys the notion that God only uses perfected people to do his stuff and we see the persistence of God’s faithful commitment.

7. Fable?
The book is fantastic – it would make a great film.  Is the book fable?  God speaking, ships conviently ready to sail, unexplained storms that stop when Jonah overboard, Big fish in the right place at the right time, fish swallows man, survives the fish, successful impossible mission, amazing growing plant, coincidental worm?
Often the measure of God being at work is determined by the person themselves.  Someone spoke to me the other day and listed a long list of ‘coincidences’ that might be God speaking.  To be honest, I don’t know.  But they do.
James Bartleby
A sailor on the "Star of the East," a British whaling vessel. James Bartleby allegedly was swallowed by a sperm whale around the year 1889, off the Falkland Islands. 

Marshall Jenkins
A Bostonian who was swallowed by a sperm whale in the South Seas in 1771, but apparently was immediately vomited up. 

Reader's Digest article
Reader's Digest article written about whale sharks, including the story of a man swallowed by a whale shark and recovered 48 hours later, alive.

Slide
Japanese fisherman

Table-Talk
God spoke to Jonah and he had a message in just 8 words.  What are yours?  
Might be call for repentance, message, a rebuke, encouragement, ‘prophecy’ – this will happen, or if this then this.
“Put your ear down to the burdened, agonized heart of humanity, and listen to its pitiful wail for help. Go stand by the gates of hell, and hear the damned entreat you to go to their father’s house and bid their brothers and sisters and servants and masters not to come there. Then look Christ in the face—whose mercy you have professed to obey—and tell him whether you will join heart and soul and body and circumstances in the march to publish his mercy to the world.” –William Booth
