Sabbath Sermon of February 13, 2016.
By Rev. Dr. Flint Chika, Bishop

Who Can Battle With God Almighty?

Jonah Chapter 1
Who can escape the presence of the Almighty God? Who can Battle with God Almighty, Who can challenge God Almighty? Of course, the answer is “No Body” The story of Jonah is an example of what you will be asking for if you dare to challenge or disobey God Almighty’s commands. It should also serve as a warning to all who would not obey the commandments of God Almighty. If the Almighty God has called you to his Congregation, and has chosen you for his work, know that you cannot escape from your assignment.

Jonah for example was ordered by the Almighty God to go to Nineveh to prevent his judgment before it comes upon them.  Usually, Almighty God’s judgments are triggered by the abominations of any people. Jonah was to go and warn the people of Nineveh to repent of their sinful ways before God Almighty allows their punishment and judgment. Their adversary, Satan, who no doubt was confident that he had deceived them, and had led them into all sorts of unrighteous living; he, now stands by to watch for their judgment from the Almighty God to come upon them. Satan fills up his hellish kingdom by misleading people, and by deceiving those who deserve to be deceived. Fortunately, for humanity, God Almighty would not allow his judgment to come upon any people unless he has warned them about what will happen to them if they do not repent (Ezekiel 3:17-21).
If you have been called to serve to save lives, do not shy away or refuse your calling, for God Almighty will hold you responsible for the lost lives that would have been saved if you had not refused to serve as one of his ambassadors to the world. If you ask, “How can I know that I have been called by God Almighty to serve in his government? Well, if you have received Jesus Christ into your life as your LORD and Savior, you should know that you have been called to service in the government of the Almighty God. Jesus said, “No man can come to me except the Father which hath sent me draw him” (Matthew 28:18-20). In other words, God not man, plays the most active role in salvation. When someone chooses to believe in Jesus Christ as his or her Savior, he or she does so only in response to the urging or calling of God’s Holy Spirit. God Almighty does the urging, then we decide whether or not to believe. For God Almighty allows us the freedom to exercise our freewill to choose. Thus no one can believe in Jesus Christ without God’s help (Hebrews 11:6).
In our review of Jonah’s life as a prophet, we found that he is mentioned in 2 Kings Chapter 14:25. There he prophesied during the reign of Jeroboam II, the king of Israel from 793 B.C. He may have been one of the young prophets in the school of prophets mentioned in connection with Elisha’s ministry (2 Kings 2:3). By Jonah God Almighty intimated the purposes of his favor to Israel, notwithstanding their provocations, encouraged the king and his kingdom to take up arms for the recovery of their ancient possessions, and which would contribute not a little to their success, and assured them of victory. It is a sign that God has not cast off his people if he continues to raise faithful ministers among them; when Elisha, who strengthened the hands of Joash, was removed, Jonah was sent to encourage his son. Happy is the land that has a succession of prophets running parallel with a succession of princes, that the Word of the Lord may endure forever. Of this Jonah we read much in that book of scripture that bears his name. 
Here God calls Jonah to preach to the people of Nineveh, the most important city in Assyria, the rising world power of Jonah’s day. It was expected that within 50 years, Nineveh would become the capital of the vast Assyrian Empire, but prophet Nahum in chapters 1 through 3 of his book in Scripture, helps us to understand why Nineveh was facing God Almighty’s judgment, by giving us more insight to what had gone wrong with Nineveh. Prophet Nahum says that Nineveh was guilty of evil plots against God Almighty by her exploitation of the helpless. Nineveh was cruel in war against people who have done them no wrong; Idolatry, prostitution, and witchcraft. My friend, is there any of these atrocities and evils listed above that was committed by the people of Nineveh that is not being committed in America today? If your answer is none, then you will agree that judgment is overdue in America for the same reason Nineveh was facing judgment. So let it not surprise anyone in America to learn that judgment is at the door steps, and will be coming through our doors if we as a people do not repent now! If you ask, “Why America?” Well the Scripture says, “To him much is given, much is required.” Again if the judgment of God Almighty must begin in His Church, America has more churches in her than any other nation on earth (1Peter 4:17; Hebrews 9:27).
Who will escape the judgment of America and the nations of the world when the time comes? It is only those who will through repentance trust in their Father in heaven by placing their lives in the care of the Almighty God’s Son Jesus Christ. Again, since flesh and blood cannot inherit the Kingdom of God, so it does not matter if you were born an Israelite or a Gentile. Jesus is the only way to the Father; not by works but by faith can anyone be permitted to enter into the Father’s rest. As it is the nature of our Father in heaven to seek out sinners that they perish not in their sins, he had told Jonah to go to Nineveh, which was about 500 miles northeast of Israel to warn them of judgment and to declare that the people could receive mercy and forgiveness if they repented (Ezekiel 18:23-24).
Now from Jonah’s experience we should all learn that no roundabouts can escape God’s knowledge. God told Jonah to go to Nineveh, the capital of the Assyrian Empire. But in his mind, those people were not worth saving. Many of Jonah’s country people had experienced the atrocities of these fierce people. The last place Jonah wanted to go on a missionary trip was to Nineveh. Nineveh was a powerful and wicked city, as many nations would openly declare the same for America and her friends for the destruction they have done to their nations and to their people through wars in our time. These would without hesitation characterize America and her friends as wicked nations. 
Jonah grew up hating the Assyrians and fearing their atrocities. His hatred was so strong that he did not want them to receive God’s mercy. He may have also been afraid that the people would repent if he preached to them. For all their abominations they have done, they did not deserve God’s mercy Jonah thought. So he went in the opposite direction, hoping that God’s judgment would come sooner upon the people and wipe them out. He boarded a ship in Joppa which was headed for Tarshish in Spain. But Jonah could not run from God as we would see in the following verses.
No doubt Jonah’s attitude toward sinners is representative of Israel’s reluctance to share God’s love and mercy with others, even though this was their God-given mission (Genesis 12:3). Hence, God Almighty has in the meantime taken this mission away from them and has given it to those who will obey him to preach his Gospel to the world. The nation of Israel failed to understand that Almighty God’s blessings promised them in the scriptures, are conditional. If they would obey him to live righteously and teach the nations of the earth the commandments of God Almighty, then the promises and blessings will be theirs. Unfortunately, they like Jonah did not obey God Almighty, that even today they still do not seem to want Gentiles to obtain God’s favor.
Jonah knew that God had called him to be a prophet among his people. He also knew that God Almighty had a specific job for him, but he did not want to do it, and thought he could just disappear to where God could not find him. When God Almighty gives us direction by whichever way he chooses to bring it to our knowledge, sometimes we run in fear, claiming that God is asking too much. It was probably fear that made Jonah run, than have a dialog with God Almighty to know why he wants him to go and preach to them when he knew how he felt about them for their abomination. We have no doubt God would have explained to him his reasons for sending him; after all he Jonah was his prophet. But running got him into worse trouble. In the end, he understood it is best to do what God asks in the first place. But by then he had paid a costly price for running. It is far better to obey from the start.
The ship Jonah sailed on was probably a large trading vessel with a deck. Here we read of how Jonah’s disobedience to God endangered the lives of the ship’s crew. We have a great responsibility to obey God’s Word because our sin and disobedience can hurt others around us. While the storm rages, Jonah was sound asleep in the ship’s hold. Observe that even as he ran from God, he apparently did not have a guilty conscience. But the absence of guilt is not always a barometer of whether we are doing right. Because we can deny reality, we cannot measure obedience by our feelings. Instead, we must compare what we do with God’s standards for living.
They cast lots which was a method used by the Israelites of the Old Testament and by the Christian disciples prior to Pentecost to determine the will of God Almighty. Lots could be sticks with markings, stones with symbols, etc., that were thrown into a small area and then the result was interpreted. "The lot is cast into the lap, but its every decision is from the LORD God Almighty when used by his people," (Proverbs 16:33). There are many instances of casting lots in the Bible. In Jonah’s case, the casting of lots was to find the guilty person relying on their superstitions to give them the answer. Their system worked, only because God intervened to let Jonah know he could not run from him. If God has called you, and you seek his love, you cannot run from him at the same time. 
Jonah of all people should have known that no matter where he went, he could not get away from God Almighty. But before Jonah could return to God, he first has to stop running away from him. My friend, what God has told you to do, you better do it if you want more of his love and power; you must be willing to carry out the responsibilities he gives you. It does not make sense for you to say that you believe in God Almighty, when you do not do what he says (John 14:21; 15:14, 15).  
Jonah knew he had disobeyed and that the storm was his fault, but he did not say anything until the lot fell to him. Then he was willing to give his life to save the sailors and passengers, although he had refused to do the same for the people of Nineveh. Jonah’s hatred for the Assyrians had affected his perspective. Observe that even after Jonah had confessed, the heathen crew rowed hard to bring the ship to the land so they do not have to throw Jonah overboard. By so doing the heathen sailors showed more compassion than Jonah did, for Jonah did not want to warn the people of Nineveh of the coming judgment of God. Christians should be ashamed when heathens show more concern and compassion than they do. God Almighty wants us as his ambassadors to be concerned about all people, lost and saved.
From what we have read so far about Jonah in the way he conducted himself, he had disobeyed God. While he was running away, he stopped and submitted to God. Then the ship crew began to worship God because they saw the storm quiet down. God is able to use even our mistakes to help others to know him, for his ways are higher than our ways (Proverbs 8:32). It may be painful, but admitting our sins can be a powerful example to those who do not know God. How ironic that the pagan sailors did what the entire nation of Israel would not do, that is, to pray to God and vowed to serve him.

Jonah’s life, after all, is saved by a miracle, and we shall hear of him again for all this. In the midst of judgment God remembers mercy. Jonah was worse frightened than hurt, for by God’s mercy was so much of his punishment for his sin was reduced to his duty. Though he fled from the presence of the Lord, and seemed to fall into his avenging hands, yet God had more work for him to do, and therefore had prepared a great fish to swallow up Jonah, a whale our Savior Jesus Christ calls it in Matthew 12:40. It was one of the largest sorts of whales, that have wider throats than others, in the belly of which has sometimes been found the dead body of a man in armor, but in it was Jonah preserved. 

God has command of all the creatures, and can make any of them serve his designs of mercy to his people, even the fishes of the sea, that are most from under man’s cognizance, even the great whales, that are altogether from under man’s dominion. This fish was prepared, lay ready under water close by the ship, that he might catch Jonah in real time and keep him from sinking to the bottom, and save him alive, though he deserved to die. Brothers and sister, let us stand still and see this salvation of the Lord, and admire his power, that he could thus save a drowning man, and his pity, that he would thus save one that was running from him and had offended him. It was of the Lord’s mercies that Jonah was not now consumed. The fish swallowed up Jonah, not to devour him, but to protect him. Out of the eater comes forth meat; for Jonah was alive and well in the belly of the fish three days and three nights, not consumed by the heat of the animal, nor suffocated for want of air. It is granted that to nature this was impossible, but not to the God of nature, with whom all things are possible. 
Jonah by this miraculous preservation was designed to be made a monument of divine mercy, for the encouragement of those that have sinned, and gone away from God, to return and repent. In the following chapters we learned that Jonah became a successful preacher to Nineveh; and this miracle wrought for his deliverance was helpful to his mission when the news of it reached Nineveh, and contributed to his success. An illustrious type of Jesus Christ, who was buried and rose again according to the scriptures (1 Corinthians 15:4 ), according to this scripture, for, as Jonah was three days and three nights in the whale’s belly, so was the Son of man three days and three nights in the heart of the earth, (Matthew 12:40). Jonah’s burial in the belly of a whale was a figure of Jesus Christ’s burial in the heart of the earth. God prepared Jonah’s grave, so he did Jesus Christ’s, when it was long before the foundation of the earth was laid; ordained that he should make his grave with the rich, (Isaiah 53:9). Was Jonah’s grave a strange one, a new one? So was Jesus Christ’s, one in which never man before was laid. Was Jonah there the best part of three days and three nights? So was Jesus Christ; but both in order to their rising again for the bringing of the doctrine of repentance to the Gentile world. Come, see the place where the Lord lay!
Many among us, who live by reason instead of by faith, have tried to dismiss this miraculous event as fiction, but the Bible does not describe it as a dream or a legend. We warn that any attempt to explain away this miracle would make the case of an unbeliever and or a blasphemer. Christians ought not to pick and choose which of the miracles in the Bible we want to believe and which ones we do not. This kind of attitude allows us to question any part of the Bible, causing us to lose our trust in it as God’s true and reliable Word. When we pick and choose we would begin to believe and sound like the man of Belial who in order to perfect his deception of his gullible audience with his theory of evolution, tells them that “God cannot do everything, because that would make him a magician.” Of course, a magician like himself a warlock; that is what God is not. Jesus Christ authenticated Jonah’s experience when he used it as an illustration of his death and resurrection (Matthew 12:39-40).
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The Lesson:

Thus, Jonah’s experience teaches us of the mission of the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world. Jonah’s refusal to do what God told him to do represent the disobedience of mankind. His deliverance represents the miracle of God’s forgiveness in the death of his Son for our sins in the belly of the earth and his resurrection as Jonah was in the belly of the fish for three days and three nights. Therefore, the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ was planned by God even before the world was created. Jonah’s experience we hope will help clear things up for those who do not understand the foreknowledge of God. If you ask, “Does it mean God knew Satan also known as Lucifer will deceive Adam and Eve to disobey him before he created the universe and them? Yes! God knew about the fall of Lucifer, and the fall of the first family before he created them. They failed, because God allows the exercise of free will and choice.
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