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The film, 127 Hours, tells the true story of Aron Ralston who went hiking alone in a remote canyon in Utah.  He was an experienced outdoorsman and took pride in being independent.  So he didn’t tell anyone where he was going because he didn’t think he needed anyone watching out for him.

Then an 800-pound boulder shifted and pinned his arm against the canyon wall.  For five days, Ralston waited for help – but no one knew he was missing or where to look.  Eventually, he amputated his own arm with a pocketknife and escaped.

Later, he reflected that solitude had always appealed to him, but that experience gave him a new appreciation for friendship, community and the things he had previously taken for granted.  The canyon didn’t suddenly make Aron need other people.  He had always needed them.  The canyon simply put him in a place where he could no longer pretend he didn’t.
…
If you’ve got a Bible open it up to the book of Jonah.  You might need to use the table of contents.  It’s a little book in the middle of a whole bunch of other books that sound like Star Wars characters.  Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Obi Wan – those books.

Today we are in chapter 2.  So, to bring you up to speed, Jonah was a prophet.  He brought God’s message to God’s people.  So he had a relationship with God and an understanding of who God is.  And Jonah’s faith seemed to work well until God called him into a situation he wasn’t prepared for: “Go to Nineveh.”

And Jonah freaked out.  Nineveh was the capital of Asyria, the sworn enemy of Israel.  And Jonah was a nationalist.  He loved Israel.  And he knew preaching God’s message in Nineveh meant danger to his life if the Assyrians rejected it – or forgiveness for Asyria if they accepted it.  And Jonah couldn’t imagine living with either outcome.  

So he ran.  He got on a boat and went the other way.  When God’s call to obedience threatened the thing Jonah loved more than God, his faith fell apart.  The storm and the fish didn’t create the problem.  The crisis simply revealed what had already been there. 

So we are going to pick it up in chapter 1 verse 17.  Would you stand with me as we come before God’s word?  Hear now the word of the Lord.

[Read Jonah 1:17-2:10]

This is the word of the Lord.  You may be seated.

If you’re taking notes, here’s the thesis today: God often uses the bottom to wake us up to what has always been true: our idols cannot save, salvation comes from the Lord.[footnoteRef:1]  We are going to see this in three movements.  Here’s the first: God mercifully brings Jonah to the bottom. [1:  Outline adapted from Tim Keller https://gospelinlife.com/sermon/those-who-cling-forfeit-the-grace/.  Works consulted: JD Greear https://summitchurch.com/message/the-moment-of-crisis-jonah-21-10. T.Keller “Rediscovering Jonah”.  The Interpreters Bible “Minor Prophets”] 

…
So Jonah has been running in disobedience, and God sends a storm that terrifies the sailors and they throw him overboard.  And then God sends a fish to swallow him.

What’s God doing here?  This isn’t God destroying Jonah in anger.  This is God disciplining Jonah in mercy.  God wants his redemption and restoration.  And God wants this for you too.  
…
See when sin has a hold on us, it eats us from the inside out.  And the most merciful thing God can do is wake us up to the reality of our condition.  So how do you respond when trials enter your life?  Do you get angry, or do you allow your heart to soften?  Can you see God’s mercy, or does God simply seem mean?  
…
Now, not every trial in our lives is caused by a particular sin.  But if we let Him, God will use every trial to expose what we have been trusting.  So is there something God is trying to get your attention about?
…
Well Jonah is in the belly of the fish three days and three nights.  Now as far as trials go, this has to be one of the worst.  In children’s Bibles, the belly of the whale is usually big enough for a small table and a lamp.  But Jonah would have been cramped in total darkness.  He couldn’t move.  Gastric juices would have been bleaching his skin.  And it would have smelled like an outhouse at the fair on Canada Day weekend.  

Now quick pause.  Could Jonah has possibly survived three days inside a fish?  No.  It would have taken a miracle.  But scripture is full of miracles.  So the point of the miracle in this book has nothing to do with the digestive systems of fish; it is all about the pursuing mercy of God.

But here we are getting ahead of ourselves.  Jonah’s suffering.  But the suffering isn’t evidence God has abandoned him.  It is evidence that God is pursuing him.  And through this trial, Jonah’s heart finally begins to soften.  So look at verse 1:
	From inside the fish Jonah prayed to the Lord his God. He said:
“In my distress I called to the Lord,
    and He answered me.  (Jonah 2:1-2)
  
So after three days, Jonah starts praying.  Now think of how hard it was for Jonah to get here.  He doesn’t want what God wants.  He doesn’t want to go to Nineveh.  So he resists as long as he can.

And this is a classic Christian move.  We obey God until obedience touches the thing we believe we can’t live without—our relationship, our security, our children, our reputation or our control.  And then we begin to run.  And we can run without even knowing we are running – until a crisis exposes us. 
…
But there’s a funny mercy that people often encounter in trial.  Trial can strip away the illusion that anything other than God can finally hold us.  But Jonah’s not quite there yet.  Look how he prays in verse 3:
You hurled me into the depths,
    into the very heart of the seas…
I said, ‘I have been banished
    from Your sight; (Jonah 2:3-4)
 
So Jonah feels abandoned by God.  He feels banished.  Have you been there?  Have you felt forgotten by God as the sea swirls around you?  

Jonah feels abandoned, but his feelings don’t reflect reality.  God hasn’t forgotten Jonah.  God is relentlessly pursuing someone He loves.  See the point of this book is not that God wants to rescue a few sailors or deliver a message to Nineveh.  The point is God is pursuing Jonah.  Now He’s not doing this because He needs Jonah to do a job.  The God of miracles can use donkeys and fish to do what needs doing.  But God wants Jonah.  And similarly, in everything that is happening in your life, God remains relentlessly committed to drawing you towards Himself.  He loves you.  He wants you.
…
See God knowns that what Jonah needs most is to stop running and come home.  God knowns that Jonah needs God Himself.  And God know that it is often at the bottom that we finally recognize this.  So look where Jonah goes.  In verse 5 Jonah says:
The engulfing waters threatened me, 
    the deep surrounded me;
    seaweed was wrapped around my head.
To the roots of the mountains I sank down;
    the earth beneath barred me in forever. (Jonah 2:5-6)

There is a progression to the bottom that is more obvious in the Hebrew than in the English.  Jonah starts by going down to Joppa to run from God.  Then he goes down into the boat when the storm comes.  And the sailors throw him down into the sea.  Then he is swallowed by the fish and sinks down to the roots of the mountains, with seaweed wrapped around his head.  And this is rock bottom for Jonah.  God has mercifully brought him to the bottom.

And sometimes this is what it takes to wake us up:  A broken marriage; a cancer diagnosis; an addiction you can’t shake; a job loss.  Something takes us to the bottom and exposes what we have been trusting.  But just going to the bottom doesn’t save us.  Something has to happen there.  And this brings us to the second movement of Jonah’s prayer: at the bottom, Jonah begins to see the emptiness of his idols.
…
So what does Jonah do at the bottom?  He prays.  But he doesn’t merely ask for relief.  He begins to repent from his running.  Now, Jonah’s repentance is complicated, as we will see.  It is real, but incomplete.  Still, it turns him back toward the mercy of God.  

And his repentance involves two realizations – two truths that stand at the heart of all genuine repentance.  The first is this: At the bottom, Jonah begins to see the emptiness of his idols.  Look at verse 7:  
“When my life was ebbing away,
    I remembered you, Lord,
and my prayer rose to you,
    to your holy temple.
“Those who cling to worthless idols
    turn away from God’s love for them. (Jonah 2:7-8)

Notice what Jonah doesn’t pray.  He doesn’t ask God to make the bad situation stop.  

Now there is nothing wrong with asking God to change our circumstances.  Scripture is full of prayers for rescue.  But asking for relief is not necessarily repentance.  Repentance begins when we stop only asking God to change our situation and allow Him to expose what we have been clinging to.  

And this is how Jonah prays.  He doesn’t say, “Get me out of this fish, and I will do what You say.”  Instead, he speaks about idolatry and about turning away from God’s love.  
…
Now idolatry may seem like a surprising subject for Jonah to raise.  Like he doesn’t have any golden statues stashed in the fish.  But idolatry isn’t just about carved idols.  See an idol is anything we cling to for our deepest meaning or worth.  It’s anything we can’t live without.  It’s anything we have to have in order for life to be good.  

And as such idolatry lies at the heart of every sin.  See every time we disobey God, in that moment, we are trusting that something else can give us the good life only God can actually provide.  

And every human heart is drawn towards idols.  None of us naturally loves God above everything else.  

So I wonder, do you know what your heart is tempted to cling to?  Here’s how you find out.  Ask yourself, “What do I fear losing most?  What do I envy in other people?  What have I told myself I must have for life to be worth living?”

Do you know what idols your heart is tuned to cling to, or are you still oblivious?  
…
Your idol could be family.  It could be a relationship, your appearance, your career, shopping or Netflix at the end of the day.  Most idols aren’t bad things.  They’re good things that we have turned into ultimate things.  It’s like God says through Jeremiah:
My people have exchanged their glorious God
    for worthless idols….
“My people have committed two sins:
They have forsaken Me,
    the spring of living water,
and have dug their own cisterns (Jeremiah 2:11-13)
	
Idolatry is looking somewhere other than God for the water of life.

And God hates idolatry.  But why?  Is God like a tantruming two-year-old who is angry because He’s not getting enough attention?  No.  God hates idolatry because it steals from us what it promises to deliver.  

See whatever it is that you must have, that is what you’re enslaved to.  Like if your appearance matters more than anything else, you ironically end up punishing your body in unhealthy ways in order to make it appear healthy or attractive.  That’s slavery.

And whatever the idol may be, nothing in this world is big enough to be God in your life except God.  When we cling to other things, we turn our back on the spring of living water.  And eventually we either destroy the thing we are clinging to, or it begins to destroy us.

And Jonah is beginning to see this – though not completely.  He speaks about worthless idols, but he doesn’t really see how his own national identity is idolatrous.  But his prayer does turn him back toward God.  Repentance doesn’t save Jonah, but it does loosen his grip on what can’t save him and turns him towards the God who can.  And this sets us up for the final movement in Jonah’s prayer.  At the bottom, Jonah sees that salvation belongs to God.  
…
Look at verse 9.   This is the climax of Jonah’s prayer:
But I, with shouts of grateful praise,
    will sacrifice to you.
What I have vowed I will make good.
    I will say, ‘Salvation comes from the Lord.’” (Jonah 2:9)

This is what Jonah learns.  Salvation comes from the Lord.  Jonah can’t swim his way out.  He can’t reason his way out.  He can’t bargain his way out.  He can’t obey his way out.  If Jonah is going to be saved, God will have to save him.  And this is grace.  

And the significance of this verse can’t be overstated.  Actually this is the central theme of scripture – salvation comes from the Lord.  This is what the life, death and resurrection of Jesus are all about.  Salvation doesn’t come from us reaching up for God.  It begins with God coming down to us.  

Now people generally misunderstand this in one of two ways.  Irreligious people say, “I don’t need salvation.  I’m doing fine on my own.  I don’t need God.” 

Religious people, in contrast, know they need salvation, but they believe they can earn it.  So they go to church, give some money, pray and try to obey, hoping that if they give God what He wants, He will give them what they want.  

But the gospel offers a third way.  The gospel says, “You need salvation, but you can’t earn it.  Salvation comes from the Lord.”  It’s grace.  And grace is a totally undeserved gift given by a totally unobligated giver.  

And Jonah gets this, at least in part.  He loves grace when God extends it to him.  He loves undeserved rescue when he is the one sinking beneath the waves.  But as we will see in chapter 4, Jonah struggles deeply when God extends that same grace to his enemies.  

He believes salvation belongs to the Lord, but he hasn’t yet accepted what that means – if salvation belongs to God, then God is free to give it to whomever he chooses.  And we can get stuck here as well.  

See most of us are religious people.  And religious people default to feeling good about ourselves when we’ve been doing a reasonably good job of obeying God.  Or, we feel terrible about ourselves when we know we aren’t doing a reasonably good job of obeying God.  If you feel either of these things, it’s because you’re religious.

See both beliefs make the same mistake.  Whether I think I deserve God’s love or believe I’m too bad to receive it, I’m still making salvation depend on my worthiness.  But salvation doesn’t depend on my worthiness.  Salvation comes from the Lord.  

And so grace offers something you can’t get with religion.  But it’s not something that just happens to us, it’s something we have to embrace.  And here it is:

To be received grace has to begin with an honest view of our sin.  I’m not fine.  I can’t rescue myself.  I deserve judgment.  But then grace also has to have a radical view of God’s love.  God came for people who didn’t deserve Him.  He took on flesh, entered our world and gave Himself in our place.  So we don’t deserve salvation, and God doesn’t owe it to us.  But He gives it because He’s gracious.  

And this is where the story of Jonah points beyond Jonah.  

See you can read Jonah as if it is about you.  You can say, “I’ve been running.  I’ve been clinging to things that can’t save me.  And I’ve been sinking beneath the consequences of my own rebellion.”  And you can repent with this on your mind.  But really this is still all about you.  So the alternative is better: you can read Jonah as if it’s about Jesus… and it is.

See Jesus Himself said that Jonah’s three days in the fish pointed to His coming death and resurrection.  Jonah is a picture of Jesus – but an incomplete one.  

See Jonah sank beneath the waters because of his own rebellion. Jesus went down because of ours.  Jonah cried from the place of judgment and was rescued – the fish spit him up.  Jesus cried out from the cross, “My God, My God why have You forsaken Me?”  And He wasn’t rescued.  He went all the way through suffering, judgment and death so that people like Jonah – and people like us—could be rescued.  And then the grave spit Him out because it couldn’t hold Him.  Salvation comes from the Lord because the Lord Himself came down to save us.

And Jesus did all of that for you.  And not because you deserved it.  Paul writes, “While we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.”  So really our salvation isn’t about us at all, it’s all about Him.  He was under no obligation to save, but He loved us.  He loves you.  And it was out of that love that He gave Himself for you. 
…
Now God is calling you to obedience, but not primarily so you can do something for Him.  God can make donkeys preach and fish save sinking prophets, so He doesn’t need you.  But the astonishing thing about grace is that He wants you.  He wants you so much that He gave His Son to bring you home.
…
After 127 hours in that canyon, Aron Ralston came out knowing that he had needed other people all along. The canyon did not create that need. It exposed it.

And after three days in the fish, Jonah began to see what had always been true. The things he clung to could not save him.  His national identity couldn’t save him. His running could not save him.  Even his status as a prophet couldn’t save him.  Salvation had to come from the Lord.

But Jonah’s rescue points way beyond Jonah.  Jonah went down into the depths because of his own rebellion.  Jesus went down into death because of yours.  Jonah was rescued from judgment.  Jesus bore judgment so that people like Jonah— people like us—could be brought home.

So what have the storms in your life exposed?  What are you clinging to that can’t bear the weight of being your life?  

Your family can’t save you.  Your success can’t save you.  Your money, reputation, control and goodness can’t save you.  But Jesus can.  And He wants to.
…
The invitation of Jonah 2 is not to try harder to save yourself.  It is to loosen your grip on the things that can’t save and place your life again into the hands of the One who can.  

Your idols will not deliver.  Salvation comes from the Lord.

