
WHATEVER IT TAKES 

 

Playing Safe. 
 
Have you ever been given a tough job to do? I don’t just mean a difficult 
assignment but something approaching ‘mission impossible’!  Well that’s 
exactly what happened to a guy called Jonah. 
 
We know a little bit about him. Jonah lived in the Northern kingdom of Israel 
in the 8th century BC, this was long past the glory days of David when the 
kingdom was fearsome and generous, This was long past the splendour days 
of Solomon when no king in his right mind would pick a fight with Israel’s king. 
Jonah lived long past all that.  Israel in his days had become insular and 
afraid.  The kingdom had divided into two halves and Jonah’s half had a 
penchant for idols and vanities and treacherous alliances.  
 
But recent events had restored some of Israel’s former glory.  Their archrival, 
the Arameans had been crushed by a mutual enemy, the Assyrians. King 
Jereboam had made the most of that and expanded his northern borders.  
Life was good, but complacency had crept in. 
 
The Assyrians, east of Israel, had grown quiet in recent years, but they hadn’t 
gone away and when they were around they were ruthless and warring.  The 
nations around Assyria hated and feared them.  The kings of Assyria were 
known to send dissected body parts to their neighbours as an act of 
intimidation.  Oh, and one more thing – their capital city was Nineveh, the 
epicentre of their evil! 
 
Nineveh was a huge city – at one point in its history it was the largest city in 
the known world.  At the beginning of the book of Jonah and again in chapter 
3, God says go the great city of Nineveh. It’s described as ‘very large, taking 
three days to go through it’.  And this massive, wicked, violent, enemy city is 
the location God tells Jonah to go and preach the gospel!  Lets read the first 
chapter of the story in the book of Jonah (chapter 1 v 1-16) 
 
So when Jonah was given his own ‘mission impossible’ he high tails it in the 
opposite direction.  I don’t know about you but I can feel a bit of sympathy for 
Jonah!  Although to be accurate, Jonah didn’t flee from the task, he fled from 
God.  If Nineveh was about as far to the east of Israel as you can get – 
located in the north-east of present day Iraq, Tarshish was way down south-
west near Spain. 



 
We don’t have time this morning to read the whole story, you might be 
familiar with it, but let me remind you what happens. 
 
First it’s worth noting these sailors.  They were pagan men, they had no 
knowledge of the God of Israel, but after their encounter with Jonah (who 
wasn’t even preaching to them – he was trying to escape) they greatly feared 
the Lord, made sacrifices to the Lord and made vows to him.  What a 
powerful thing was the presence of the Lord in that situation! 
 
The Lord then provides a huge fish which swallows Jonah and from which he 
prays.  His prayer is like a personal psalm and speaks of his trust in the God 
of deliverance.  Jonah then recommits himself to the task and the fish returns 
him to dry land.  Jonah now gets on with the task God had given him, only 
Nineveh as now even further away! 
 
So Jonah gets to Nineveh and proceeds to speak out.  What do you think was 
going through his mind?  What do you think his expectations were?  “I’d 
better enjoy today because it will probably be my last day alive”.  “Nobody is 
going to care what I say”.  “These people don’t even deserve to hear about a 
loving God, they’re so evil”. 
 
Well we don’t know what he was thinking but what happened next might well 
have taken him by surprise:  the Ninevites believed God, a fast was 
proclaimed and all of them from the greatest to the least put on sackcloth.   
And when the king got to hear about it he rose from his throne took off his 
royal robes, covered himself with sackcloth and sat in the dust.  That’s real 
repentance!  The king then issued a decree that everyone should call urgently 
on God and give up their evil ways and violence.  He said: “who knows, God 
may yet relent and with compassion turn from his fierce anger so that we will 
not perish”.  And that’s exactly what God did. 
 
In evangelism terms that must rank as one of the most successful campaigns 
ever.  Beats Wembley Stadium overflowing to Billy Graham’s preaching by 
about a thousand fold!  Do you imaging Jonah might have been feeling quite 
good at this point, maybe a little self-satisfied that he obeyed God’s call? 
Might he be thinking ‘job well done’? Well he wasn’t. Chapter 4 tells us ‘To 
Jonah this seemed very wrong, and he became angry’.  He actually 
complains to God that he is too gracious and compassionate, that he is slow 
to anger and abounding in love.  In other words he says to God this isn’t fair, 
these people don’t deserve to be forgiven by you, they shouldn’t be inside the 
circle of your love, they are outsiders.  What a bizarre reaction from an 
evangelist!.  He then stamps off outside the city and builds a shelter to watch 
what goes on. 



 
The story closes with a fascinating cameo.  Firstly God provides a leafy plant 
to ease Jonah’s discomfort in the sun – and Jonah is happy, Then God 
provides a worm to eat the plant, make it shrivel and Jonah is in agony with 
sunburn and gets very angry.  Finally God asks Jonah a question that could 
be summed up as who are you to question if I should show my love to people 
who you don’t rate very well. 
 
To understand this story in context, let’s remember that Jonah is from the 
nation of Israel who are living under threat and fear from the nations around 
them – the Gentiles.  Commentators Fee and Stuart sum up the essence of 
this story as not being about Jonah but about Yahweh as creator, sustainer 
and redeemer of all; Yahweh’s compassionate concern for the Gentiles and 
Israel’s reluctance to acknowledge Yahweh’s compassion for the nations. 
 
Just as there had been enmity between the Israelites and the Assyrians in 
Jonah’s time, so eight centuries later, in the early church, there was deep 
enmity and hostility between Jews and Gentiles.  Paul writes about this in his 
letter to the Gentile Ephesians, chapter 2 where he reminds them that that 
they were previously separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel, 
foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope, without God in the 
world.  Not a happy situation to be in! 
 
The Jews at that time went to extraordinary lengths to keep a spiritual divide 
between themselves and the Gentiles.  They no more wanted be involved 
with them than did Jonah want to preach good news to the people in Nineveh. 
They built a massively thick dividing wall between the Court of Gentiles and 
the holy part of the temple.  Their law wasn’t that Gentile trespassers into the 
temple would be prosecuted - Gentile trespassers in the temple would be 
executed!   
 
Paul has a message to the gentile Ephesians that would rival Jonah’s 
message to the savage, wicked Ninevites.   
He says: ‘You are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow-citizens with 
God's people and members of God's household.’ 
 
Paul is ensuring the gentiles reading this letter really understand what a 
crucial part they have in the Kingdom of God.  To make the point, three times 
in chapter 3 Paul calls it a mystery, a secret, something hidden but now 
revealed.  Verse 6 : This mystery is that through the gospel the Gentiles are 
heirs together with Israel, members together of one body, and sharers 
together in the promise in Christ Jesus. 
 



And as the Jews and the Gentiles began to come together into the one 
kingdom of God, they both had to radically reappraise their understanding of 
what God was doing in the church. 
 
The currency in the Jewish economy was ‘the law’.  They knew what was 
expected of them, they knew what to do, they knew how to judge their 
religious performance. Most importantly they knew what sin was and who was 
excluded.  They were ‘law keepers’ even to the point of being legalistic. 
 
The Gentiles, on the other hand were ‘lawless’, sinners. They had no way of 
judging their religious performance.  They were, as Paul put it: ‘separate from 
Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of 
the promise, without hope and without God in the world.’ 
 
Just as God had demonstrated his love and compassion to the Ninevites, so 
the currency in the economy of The Kingdom of God was now Grace.   
 
But each of these groups had a dramatic and shattering message from Jesus. 
 
Jesus’ response to the ‘rich young ruler’: wasn’t to say “great law keeping my 
son”.  He said, ”sell everything you have and give it to the poor”!  In Jesus, 
the administration of God’s grace met head on with the religious keepers of 
Law – and turned their world upside down! 
 
Jesus’ response to the rejected, despised sinner, probably a prostitute, who 
washed his feet in her tears and dried them with her own hair and then 
poured on perfume, wasn’t “clean up your life you filthy law breaker, it was 
sweet words of forgiveness.  In Jesus, the administration of God’s grace met 
head on with the sinful breakers of Law – and turned their world upside down! 
 
As the Jews and the Gentiles began to come together into the one kingdom 
of God, they both had to radically reappraise their understanding of what God 
had done in their own lives.  They both had to radically reappraise their 
understanding of what God was doing in the church.  This new church had a 
new currency – grace … love.  This new church had new rules – 
inclusiveness. 
 
Eight centuries before, Jonah was told by God to give the same message to 
the Ninevites, in verse 10 of this chapter Paul says: His intent was that now, 
through the church, the manifold wisdom of God should be made known to 
the rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms,  The term ‘rulers and 
authorities in the heavenly realms’ is used to speak of where Satan dwells 
and it speaks of those who are opposed to God and his purposes. 
 



The church then, just like its forerunner Jonah, is to declare the revealed 
wisdom of God to a hostile and opposing world around them.  This has 
always been the role of the church. 
 
 
 
We read about this commission to the church elsewhere too.  There’s 
something rather significant about the first and the last things that people say.    
The first and last recorded words of Jesus’ public ministry on earth were 
about establishing the Kingdom of God.  Matt. 4:17 From that time on Jesus 
began to preach, “Repent for the kingdom of heaven is near”.  And the last 
words to his disciples were recorded at the end of Matthew’s gospel.  
Matthew 28: 18 Then Jesus came to them and said, "All authority in heaven 
and on earth has been given to me.  19 Therefore go and make disciples of 
all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of 
the Holy Spirit,  20 and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded 
you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age."  
 
This is often called the Great Commission.  The church has for centuries 
seen this as its call to spread the Gospel, and so it is.  But it is helpful to see 
exactly what Jesus was asking of his disciples, and by extension – of us. 
 
This is not primarily a command to ‘Go’ anywhere!  The main verb in this 
command is the word translated as ‘make disciples’ which, above all, in its 
original means make ‘learners’ or ‘pupils’.  The way they are to learn, Jesus 
said, is by ‘teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you’.  And 
when are we to do this?  In our going out and our coming in!  The subordinate 
phrase “Go” is not strictly a command to leave where we are and go 
somewhere else.  It has the sense of – as you are going out – make disciples 
(make learners, make pupils) teach them all you know about Jesus and the 
Kingdom of God. 
 
To whom were they going out?  Jesus says ‘all nations’.  So are we to take 
that as an instruction to go abroad – to foreign lands?  Or as in Jonah’s case 
to ends of the known world.  The word used by Matthew to translate what 
Jesus meant by ‘nations’ was ethne – coming from ethnos a regular Greek 
term people groups.  It’s the route of the word we use in English: ethnic or 
ethnic group.  The New Testament writers commonly used ethne for Gentiles: 
or non-Jews. 
 
This was entirely consistent with everything Jesus had taught them.  The 
kingdom of God had come firstly to the Jews and now in Christ it was 
extended to the Gentiles as well! 
 



So Jesus was saying something like this: “As you are going out to the next 
village on your work as a carpenter make learners, and not just the Jews – go 
to the Gentiles as well. You traders, as you are going out on your trips further 
afield with donkeys loaded down with merchandise – make learners and 
pupils of the kingdom. And don’t only go to the Jews, you share your life with 
Gentiles – the people you never felt you could relate to.” 
 
This was an extraordinary idea for the disciples to get their heads around.  
This broke all the taboos and expectations they had held dear for so long.  
The messiah was supposed to restore the Kingdom to Israel. And what is he 
doing? Restoring it to the whole of mankind! 
 
The disciples may have had just as much difficulty in embracing this as Jonah 
did in going to Nineveh.  As the commentator R T France puts it - about this 
Great Commission: ‘This then is the culmination of the theme we have noted 
throughout the Gospel, the calling of a people of God far wider than that of 
the Old Testament, in which membership is based not on race but on a 
relationship with God through his Messiah.’ 
 
We can connect this now to what Paul was saying about this mystery:   
the previously hidden, but now revealed, truth about Jesus.  The Kingdom of 
God is all-inclusive.  And Paul tells the Gentiles in his letter to the Ephesians 
– that this ministry is given to the Church to do.  Not, the church’s work is to 
support overseas mission – although we should.  Not, the church is to 
commission evangelists – although we should. But that the manifold wisdom 
of God should be made know through the church.  This is an extraordinary 
ministry and it’s to be done by very ordinary people.  We’re it! I’m it! You’re it! 
 
Jesus told his disciples to reach out to those around them wherever they go. 
And make learners and pupils of God’s love, especially among those who, for 
so long, had been spiritually excluded.  That was the challenge too for Jonah. 
 
Playing Safe?  For Jonah that was firstly running away, then it was sitting 
outside the city and trying to disassociate himself.  For the early Jewish 
people in the new Christian church it was about keeping the boundaries with 
the Gentiles. 
 
What would it mean for us in Crawley Baptist Church today?  Who are the 
people we don’t really want connect with because we find them too 
distressing, or undeserving or too wicked or too difficult.  We would do well 
not to avoid asking ourselves this question. 
 



Are we playing safe?  Who are the people we are not connecting with 
because we are not really sure we should take to them the news about a 
compassionate God, abounding in love and grace? 
 
Are we playing safe? 


