



WHAT IF YOU GET TO HEAVEN AND FIND OUT THAT GOD HAS DECIDED TO LET EVERYBODY IN?





Text: Jonah 3:1-4:1





Pray





What if you got to heaven and found out that God had decided to let everybody in? How would you feel about that? Christians, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists, Republicans, Democrats, doctors and dope pushers, merchants and murderers, hookers, horse thieves and even attorneys. EVERYBODY! How would you feel? 





I am not sure. My first reaction would be, I’M MAD! What about making a profession of faith in Jesus? Didn't Jesus himself say, "No one comes to the Father but by me" (John 14:6)? Anyway, what about the really awful people - the Hitlers, the Stalins, the Saddam Husseins, the Ted Bundys? What kind of weird heaven would it be with those folks there anyway? What if I got to heaven and found out that God had decided to let EVERYBODY in? I am not sure about this. 





This was Jonah's problem. Most folks know some of that delightful Old Testament story. They know that God wanted Jonah to go to Nineveh, but Jonah did not want to go and, in fact, took off in precisely the opposite direction. Then there was the storm at sea, Jonah getting tossed overboard, and the world's first recorded submarine ride - three days in the belly of a big fish (Whale University, a relative of Charlie the Tuna). Jonah is barfed up on the beach. God says to Jonah, "Are you ready yet?" Jonah grudgingly agrees to go. Wonderful message. You cannot run away from God! 





But there is much more to this story. And, in fact, there is a much more important message than an inescapable God. 





Back to what caused Jonah's journey to begin with - God had said go to Nineveh to preach; it would be an ancient version of a Billy Graham-style revival. That sounds like fun for a preacher, but if we examine the situation a bit, Jonah's reluctance becomes understandable. Ancient Nineveh was the capitol of Babylon ... the modern-day Iraq ... and Nineveh was just as much an international outlaw as modern Baghdad with Saddam Hussein. No wonder Jonah wanted no part of that. 





We pick up the story with the lesson. Jonah gets to Nineveh, preaches the shortest sermon on record (which may be why it proved so effective): (Jonah 3:4) "Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!" There is no invitation to repentance, just this word of judgment. And the result is the most incredible response imaginable - everyone repents, from the highest to the lowest, from the king to the cows. So, as the scripture has it, (Jonah 3:10) "Then God saw their works, that they turned from their evil way; and God relented from the disaster that He had said He would bring upon them, and He did not do it." 





"Right on, God! I KNEW this was gonna happen! I KNEW you were gracious and merciful, and I KNEW you would let 'em off. Go ahead, God. Why not just kill me right now? If I get back to Israel and word gets out that you spared Nineveh because they repented after MY PREACHING, I am dead meat anyway. Saddam doesn't DESERVE to be saved." Then the prophet storms out of the city, plops himself down on a hill to the east, builds a little shelter to shade himself from the hot desert sun, and sulks...hoping that God will see how important this is to him and will go ahead and blow Nineveh away anyway. 





God tries to calm Jonah down. God gently asks him, "Is it right for you to be angry?" Jonah keeps on sulking. As a bit of a peace offering, God allows a fast-growing plant to spring up for a bit more shade. It is probably a Castor Oil plant. So, the next day God allows the plant to get eaten by a worm and …





(Jonah 4:8-11) 


And it happened, when the sun arose, that God prepared a vehement east wind; and the sun beat on Jonah’s head, so that he grew faint. Then he wished death for himself, and said, “It is better for me to die than to live.” Then God said to Jonah, “Is it right for you to be angry about the plant?” And he said, “It is right for me to be angry, even to death!” But the LORD said, “You have had pity on the plant for which you have not labored, nor made it grow, which came up in a night and perished in a night. And should I not pity Nineveh, that great city, in which are more than one hundred and twenty thousand persons who cannot discern between their right hand and their left—and much livestock?”





And there the story ends. We never learn whether Jonah gets his act together. But we DO learn that God's grace extends farther than we would ever imagine and (if we are honest) sometimes farther than we want. Homosexuality?





Matthew 19:16-20:16





The grape harvest ripened toward the end of September, and then close on its heels the rains came. If the harvest was not gathered in before the rains broke, it was ruined; and so to get the harvest in was a frantic race against time. The landowner would come to the marketplace where day laborers would gather before dawn. "I'll take you, you, you, and you,", they would agree to work for what would amount to minimum wage - normally a denarius - not much, but enough to feed the family, and they would be off to the harvest. In this case, the owner of the vineyard found himself needing more and more workers to beat the rain, so three more times that day he hired more people - some at nine in the morning, some at noon, and even some at five in the afternoon, just an hour before quitting time.





Now the story turns strange. The paymaster's window. The folks who had only been at work for an hour were paid a denarius. Those who had been on the job since noon were paid a denarius. The ones who began at nine that morning were paid a denarius. Even those who had put in twelve long hours were paid that denarius. No surprise, they thought this was unfair.





When they received it, they grumbled against the landowner, saying, (Matt. 20:13-15)





Then there is that line again: Jesus says, "So the last will be first, and the first will be last." In other words, in God's economy, things are not necessarily as you would expect.





Pose the question with which we began again:





What if you got to heaven and found out that God had decided to let EVERYBODY in?





The message of the gospel is that such IS the case, even though Jonah and we might not like it. Yes, we are all for being saved by grace, but only if we think that grace is deserved (for example, that grace which God extends to "good folks" like you and me).





Yes, there is still something in me that wants to argue for God to be fair, even though that would be a pretty dull, uninteresting world. After all, a "fair" God means no special gifts ... not the voice to Pavarotti, the ear to Beethoven, the eye to Rembrandt. No. "Fair" is not the best idea.





OK. One other issue.





John 10:16 (Read it)


{I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold. I must bring them also}





As one commentator has it, "In heaven, there are only forgiven sinners. There are no good guys, no upright, successful types who, because of their own integrity have been accepted into the great country club in the sky. There are only failures, only those who have accepted their deaths in their sins, and have been raised by the King who himself died that they may live."





What if you got to heaven and found out that God had decided to let EVERYBODY in? I’d be mad, but I KNOW that God is NOT a liar. Don’t worry about this question because the decision has already been made. We are currently in the Dispensation of Grace. EVERYBODY is invited but EVERYBODY will NOT be let in.





Matthew 7:13-14 (NKJV)


13“Enter by the narrow gate; for wide is the gate and broad is the way that leads to destruction, and there are many who go in by it. 14Because narrow is the gate and difficult is the way which leads to life, and there are few who find it.





Sadly, many will decide not to come in, but the decision will be theirs, not Jonah's, not mine, not yours, not even God's. 





The truth is that grace can never be deserved. Nineveh was not deserved and Jonah knew it.





When we get what we deserve, that is justice. When we do not get what we deserve, that is mercy. When we get what we do not deserve, that is grace.





Undeserved grace is that which will allow a Ted Bundy into heaven and send a Bill Maxwell to hell. This is God’s economy of value. 





Matthew 19:30 (NKJV)


30But many who are first will be last, and the last first.











John 3:16-21 (NKJV)


16For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life. 17For God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but that the world through Him might be saved.18“He who believes in Him is not condemned; but he who does not believe is condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of the only begotten Son of God. 19And this is the condemnation, that the light has come into the world, and men loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil. 20For everyone practicing evil hates the light and does not come to the light, lest his deeds should be exposed. 21But he who does the truth comes to the light, that his deeds may be clearly seen, that they have been done in God.”





Pray





Lord, for the unmerited favor of your grace we come with thanks. Give us the additional grace now, we pray, to share that good news with a world that so desperately needs to hear. We pray in the name of Jesus. Amen!





Grace, grace, God's grace,


Grace that will pardon and cleanse within;


Grace, grace, God's grace,


Grace that is greater than all my sin.



































