Jonah: DISOBEDIENCE, REPENTANCE, AND FORGIVENESS
Week 2: A Compassionate God (Nineveh’s Forgiveness)

September 9, 2012
GETTING THINGS STARTED
From 1948 to 1994, the nation of South Africa was governed by a political philosophy called apartheid, which was legal racial segregation that limited the rights of non-white citizens. Apartheid officially ended in 1994, when Nelson Mandela was elected president.  During his time in office, he worked hard at bridging the deep racial divide that was present in the country—an incredible step for a man who spent 27 years in prison as a political prisoner. The clip you’re about to see comes from the movie Invictus, which tells the story of the 1995 South African rugby team and the challenges the athletes and the nation faced in wrestling with and overcoming the sins of the past.

We viewed this clip from the movie Invictus: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HHqi6ZB_F0U&feature=relmfu .

· Even though the black athletes had a right to be angry, why was the president passionate about forgiving those that had wronged them?
Answers given included: The cycle of animosity and broken relationship had to stop somewhere.  Although seemingly justified, retribution would just perpetuate the same hatred, distrust, and fear from prior victim to abuser, with roles reversed.  The wise president knew this and wanted his followers to buy-in.  He wanted his nation to live larger than the past and to love and to bring grace to once former enemies.  Same with Jesus.  He knew forgiveness would bring true healing to broken people.  So He set the example of laying down His rights, His pride, His life to bring His people back to right relationship.
· Why is holding a grudge easier than forgiving?
Answers discussed: It’s a natural inclination to be angry when wronged.  Holding grudges may seem to make one feel more powerful and self-righteous, but it is the path to the dark side.  Like Yoda said, “Anger leads to hate.  And hate leads to suffering.”  It eventually destroys the soul.  God’s path and principles are always opposite to our instant reaction and fleshly nature.
· At the end of the clip, Mandela says, “Forgiveness liberates the soul.” How does this statement apply to God’s forgiveness? How is God’s forgiveness liberating for us?
Forgiveness breaks emotional bonds to the one who wronged you (even self, if you have wronged yourself and need to forgive yourself).  Resisting God’s grace to forgive may lead one to bitterness, greed, and moral impurity.  Unforgiveness is a burden that ironically makes you more deeply connected to the hurt and the one you are bitter toward--resentment often reminds you about the person/incident you want to forget.  It’s unconsciously choosing a negative energy that can dry up the joy that God wants to restore into your life.  Forgiveness requires humility but frees the soul to overcome our fallen nature and to begin to enjoy God’s grace.  Rooted in love, it is truly a force more powerful and winsome than hate, even self-hate.
Read Jonah 3 (nlt)
1Then the Lord spoke to Jonah a second time: 2“Get up and go to the great city of Nineveh, and deliver the message I have given you.”

3This time Jonah obeyed the Lord’s command and went to Nineveh, a city so large that it took three days to see it all. 4On the day Jonah entered the city, he shouted to the crowds: “Forty days from now Nineveh will be destroyed!” 5The people of Nineveh believed God’s message, and from the greatest to the least, they declared a fast and put on burlap to show their sorrow.

6When the king of Nineveh heard what Jonah was saying, he stepped down from his throne and took off his royal robes. He dressed himself in burlap and sat on a heap of ashes. 7Then the king and his nobles sent this decree throughout the city:

“No one, not even the animals from your herds and flocks, may eat or drink anything at all. 8People and animals alike must wear garments of mourning, and everyone must pray earnestly to God. They must turn from their evil ways and stop all their violence. 9Who can tell? Perhaps even yet God will change his mind and hold back his fierce anger from destroying us.”

10When God saw what they had done and how they had put a stop to their evil ways, he changed his mind and did not carry out the destruction he had threatened.

In this passage, we see how God extended a second chance to both Jonah and Nineveh. Back in chapter 1, God called Jonah to preach to the people of Nineveh, but Jonah refused and headed in the opposite direction.  God could have found someone else to preach to the Ninevites; God also would have been perfectly just to forget about Jonah and let him suffer the consequences of his disobedience.  However, God desired for Jonah to preach to the Ninevites and gave him another opportunity.  Similarly, God also would have been just to punish the people of Nineveh for their evil, but God desired to see them repent.

Chapter 3 opens much like the beginning of the book; this time, however, Jonah obeys God. He goes to the city of Nineveh and delivers God’s message.  Scripture records a short, simple, direct message—and immediate, sweeping repentance by the citizens and the king.

For both Jonah and the Ninevites, God responds to repentance with forgiveness.  As we move through this lesson we will learn about repentance, God’s grace, and the necessity for us to examine our own lives and repent of sin.  It’s important for us to understand we also need to seek God’s forgiveness even after we become followers of Christ, not because our eternal destiny is in doubt, but because sin will slowly begin putting distance between God and us, weakening the deep relationship God desires.
For the second time in this book, we see God instructing Jonah to preach to the people of Nineveh. Let’s spend a few minutes discovering some truths about forgiveness and repentance from this chapter.

1. God is ready to give us another chance
· Do you find it easy or difficult to give a “second chance” to friends who’ve hurt or betrayed you?  Why?

· Verse 1 says God came to Jonah a second time; what does this say to you about God’s character, about God’s heart for the people of Nineveh, and about God’s desire for Jonah’s life?
· Who are other characters in the Bible that were given second chances by God?

(Saul – Paul; Moses, the moment after he hit the rock the first time, though his pride won out made him disobey God and strike the rock a second time which kept him from entering the Promised Land; Peter the braggart disciple who denied Christ three times)

· How might God’s compassion and forgiveness motivate us toward greater obedience?
· Would you rather obey God out of fear of consequences?  Why?

· Do you seem to learn things “the hard way”?  If so, why?  Do we learn things better that way?  Do we need to go through natural and spiritual consequences to really learn a lesson or to really change?
· Does living with consequences of your own sin drive you closer to God?  If so, how?

· Which is a stronger motivation to do the right thing, fear or love?  Why?

· Will there ever be a time we don’t fear anymore or care about consequences?

· Can there ever be a time we don’t love God enough to care about sin?
· Though Ninevah repented, Jonah still held on to his grudge toward the Assyrians.  Do Christians hold on to grudges?
· What is an example of God’s compassion you’ve seen in your own life or in the life of someone you know well?

God had already given Jonah the instruction to go to Nineveh, but Jonah messed up the first time.  God didn’t give up on Jonah, though, and gave him another chance.  God also didn’t give up on the people of Nineveh, who got another chance to hear of their need for repentance.  We serve a God who is full of compassion and forgiveness; God desires to see us repent and turn to Him.  As we look at our own lives and see God’s grace and compassion on display, it can motivate us to serve God willingly and obey God faithfully.

2. Repentance means changing our route and choosing obedience
· What evidence of repentance do you see in this chapter?

· What do you think it means to repent of your sins?

· How is repentance more than simply feeling sorry for doing something or feeling sorry for getting caught doing something?
· Does repentance involve grieving over your sin?  Why or why not?  If so, how?  (Does Elisabeth Kubler-Ross’ 5 stages of grief [denial, anger, bargaining, depression, acceptance] apply here?)

· Do you have a hard time repenting?  Why or why not?

· Does repenting require dying to self?

· Can you repent on your own strength?
· Repentance goes deeper than just changing outward actions; it involves the heart. Why is God more concerned with genuine repentance than just changes in our behavior?
· Can you be outwardly repentant but inwardly stubborn and unremorseful?
It’s easy to feel sorry for our mistakes; it’s another thing to truly repent of sin.  Repentance involves turning in the opposite direction of our sin and following God.  It’s more than just changing how we act; it’s about seeing our hearts changed and following God.  As we studied in our previous lesson, sin is serious to God.  If we do care about how sin creates distance between God and us, then we need to truly repent of our sin, seek a change in our hearts, and move toward God.
3. God responds to our repentance by forgiving our sins

· Why does God extend forgiveness to us?  Why doesn’t God just let us face the consequences of our sins all the time?
· Why is it sometimes difficult to accept and embrace God’s forgiveness?  Pride?  Would you rather earn forgiveness?  Does it work that way?
· Some people view God’s forgiveness as a license to do whatever they want.  In other words, if God is willing to forgive me, I can just keep sinning and then returning to God for forgiveness.  What is wrong with this perspective?  How is true repentance missing when we look at forgiveness like this?

· God’s forgiveness is more than just the removal of guilt for our sin; it involves the restoration of our relationship with God.  Why is this important?

It’s easy to casually talk about God’s forgiveness without really grasping what that means. Think about it for a moment: We sinned against the God of the universe and deserved eternal separation from God, but we have been extended the gift of forgiveness through Jesus, an opportunity to come back into a relationship with God.  That’s incredible!  Our relationship with God can only be made right when we repent of our sin, trust Christ as our Savior, and follow after Him.  When that happens, God forgives our sin and our relationship with Him is restored—but we also need to seek God’s forgiveness even after we become followers of Christ, not because our eternal destiny is in doubt but because sin will slowly begin putting distance between God and us, weakening the deep friendship God desires.

Additional Discussion

1 John 1:9 (nlt)
But if we confess our sins to him, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all wickedness.

· Read 1 John 1:9. This verse was written to Christians, so what does that reveal about the ongoing importance of forgiveness in our lives?

Ephesians 4:32 (nlt)
Instead, be kind to each other, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, just as God through Christ has forgiven you.

· Read Ephesians 4:32. What does this verse tell you about one of the reasons God calls us to forgive others?

· Why is sometimes so hard to forgive others?

· How does an unwillingness to forgive others contradict our desire to become like Jesus?

Application
· When you recognize sin in your life, how do you normally approach it and/or deal with it?
· We must take our sin seriously, but at the same time, we can’t let it drive us to despair.  How can we keep a healthy perspective on the seriousness of our sin and the victory we have in Jesus?
· Take a few moments to think about your life and some sin that needs to be dealt with.  What does it look like to truly repent of this sin?
· Take a couple of minutes to write out a prayer to God confessing any sin, repenting of that sin, and seeking a heart change in your dealings with it.
· Is there a particular sin or struggle you would like to talk to your parents or youth pastor about?  How can we pray for you?
For Keeps [Memory Verse]

This time Jonah obeyed the Lord’s command and went to Nineveh (Jonah 3:3 NLT).
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