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			To all the lost Ninevehs and all the self-righteous Jonahs.


			May we be reminded that we are all messy, broken people who need waves of grace.
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			Introduction: 
Setting Sail With Jonah


			Jonah is one of the most famous stories in the Bible. Even if you’ve never read it yourself, you’ve probably heard some version of it. It’s a story we all think we know. Your classic “guy meets fish” story.


			Guy meets fish. Fish swallows guy. Fish spits guy out on God’s command.


			For a long time, that’s what I thought Jonah was about. It’s a nice little Bible story with a clear moral: Obey God or get eaten by a whale.


			But I was wrong!


			About fifteen years ago, my church did a sermon series on the book of Jonah. As I took a closer look at the story, its beautiful message of grace began to… surface. (Yes, pun intended!) Jonah’s story helped me see God’s love in a new way, and it was a love that challenged me to love others.


			As the years passed, I continued to return to Jonah’s adventure. It wouldn’t let me go. Each time I read it, I discovered a new layer of meaning. I became overwhelmed by the waves of grace found in the book. At its heart, Jonah’s story is about how God doesn’t want anyone left out. I don’t know about you, but that’s a message I desperately need to cling to each day.


			Over the next 40 days, we’re going to join Jonah on his adventure. We’ll follow him as he runs from God and gets caught in a storm. We’ll sink to the bottom of the ocean with him and wait for God’s rescue. We’ll walk with him begrudgingly into Nineveh—a city Jonah despises—and consider what (or who) it represents for us. And through it all, we’ll get an up-close look at how God’s love is big enough for everyone.


			Jonah is a mess, and, if I’m being honest, that’s the kind of Bible character I can relate to. He’s stubborn, prideful, and thinks he knows it all. And yet, as I read the book of Jonah, I can’t help but feel God smiling through the story. Not a sarcastic or sadistic smile, but a patient, loving smile. Because each time Jonah (or Michael) pitches a fit, or stomps his feet, or screams, or shuts down, God is there, ready to extend waves of grace.


			Before I began writing this book, I asked people on my Facebook page what they thought the book of Jonah was about. My favorite response was from a woman named Jacqueline. She commented:


			God loves us and has a very large sense of humor.


			This made me laugh out loud because it’s so true. I couldn’t have put it better myself, Jacqueline!


			As we set sail with Jonah, I hope you will see how much God loves you. As God meets Jonah in his mess, I pray you will know he is with you in yours.


			Let this adventure be a fun reminder that God doesn’t want anyone left out.


			And that includes you!


			Michael Murray


		




		

			Pre-Boarding Tips 
(How To Use This Book)


			Note: If you’ve read any of my other books in the Nobody Left Out series, this chapter will probably sound familiar. Feel free to skim it if you need a refresher or skip it and get to the good stuff!


			Before we officially set sail on our adventure with Jonah, I want to give you some tips on how to make the most of this devotional.


			(By the way, the word devotional is simply a fancy, “churchy” word for a brief piece of writing, usually reflecting on a passage found in Scripture.)


			Over the next 40 days, we’ll walk through the story of Jonah chronologically, looking at it from all sides and perspectives. The book of Jonah is short, but it gives us a lot to think about. So we’ll move through it slowly, looking at one small section at a time. Each day has a Bible reading to go along with the devotional. On most days, the reading will only be a few verses (except for Day 1, where we’ll read the entire book to get a big-picture view of the story).


			There’s no “right way” to use this book. While I wrote it to be read over 40 days, go at whatever pace works best for you. Don’t stress or get discouraged if you miss a day of reading! Just pick back up the next day. We don’t earn “God points” by reading the Bible every day. There’s nothing we can do to make God love us any more than he already does. Our goal is just to get to know him better!


			Here are a few more reading tips:


			

					As I mentioned, each day will have a designated Bible reading (usually from the book of Jonah). On some days, there will be a “supporting” passage of Scripture to read. These verses will provide more context for whatever we are discussing that day. I suggest taking some time to read both passages before reading the day’s devotional.


					If you’re looking for a quick, easy way to access the Bible, consider downloading the YouVersion Bible App. Another great resource is BibleGateway.com.


					There are many different Bible translations. I don’t believe any single translation is the “best”—they all convey God’s truth. (One of my favorite things to do is look at the same verse in multiple translations. It helps me understand it from a different perspective and gain new insight!) Throughout this book, I primarily quote from the New International Version (NIV) and New Living Translation (NLT). When reading the daily verses, feel free to use your preferred version. (You can even decide to go old school and whip out the King James Version. Thou art awesome!)


					At the end of each devotional, I’ve included some questions to ponder. As with everything in this book, use them in whatever way is most helpful to you. My hope is that they will give you something to reflect on throughout the day. I want to encourage you to spend time with God as you think through them and come to your own conclusions about the story.


					Each devotional should take about 10-15 minutes to complete (including reading the Bible verses). Here’s my biggest piece of advice: Don’t view reading the Bible as a chore. If you get through this devotional in 40 days, that’s great. But you know what? If it takes you 40 years, that’s okay too! If it helps to schedule the reading at the same time every day, then do it. But if you’re not a morning person, don’t feel obligated to read it at 5 a.m. (At least get some coffee in you first!) Maybe lunch is a better time for you to read. Or right before bed. Do whatever works best for you.


			


			Okay, that’s it for the boring stuff. I think I see our friend Jonah buying a ticket and hopping aboard a ship. Let’s catch up to him!


		




		

			Day 1: 
More Than a Fish Tale


			
Today’s Bible Reading: Jonah 1–4



			At the risk of offending you right on Day 1 of this devotional, I have a terrible confession to make: I have never seen the movie E.T. in its entirety. I’ve caught clips of it on television but I’ve never sat down to watch the film from start to finish. Despite this, one image flashes through my mind whenever I hear the word “E.T.”: the iconic scene where Elliott and E.T. fly on a bicycle across the night sky, full moon shining in the background.


			Now, imagine if I overheard two film buffs discussing E.T. and I said, “Oh, that’s the movie all about bicycles!” They would look at me confused and say, “Well, sure, there’s a bicycle scene in the movie… but that’s not what the movie is about.”


			When you hear the word “Jonah,” what flashes through your mind? For most of my life, it was the image of a whale. You’ve heard the outlandish tale before. Jonah runs from God, a fish swallows him, and then he gets vomited out onto dry land. Most retellings end there, even though there are still two more chapters left in the book!


			In children’s Bibles, the big fish is often portrayed as the main character of the story. But even as adults, our fascination with the fish can quickly become the main point of debate. Some people go to great lengths to prove that surviving three days in a fish is possible. Other people scoff at the implausibility of this tale, using it as evidence to dismiss the Bible as a joke. But both sides are missing the point of this beautiful story. The word “fish” appears only four times in the book of Jonah, and it’s presented as one detail in a much larger narrative.


			If we can stick a pin (or hook?) in the fish for a moment, we’ll see that Jonah is an amazing story, but not because a man survived three days in a sea monster. This little book is amazing because it flips everything we’d expect from a Bible story upside down. Sometimes I can’t believe it’s in the Bible!


			In the book of Jonah, a man of God looks like a fool, and pagans come out smelling like roses. In the book of Jonah, ships have personalities, prophets throw tantrums, and worms teach lessons. And, most importantly, in the book of Jonah, God tenderly reveals to us that his love is big enough for everyone. People who have never opened a Bible have one thing in common with those who can quote it backward and forward: We all need waves and waves of God’s grace to get through this life.


			Over the next 40 days, we’re going to set sail on an adventure with Jonah. At times it will seem like a misadventure. Jonah gets himself into one messy situation after another, yet God continues to love him through it all. By seeing how God loved Jonah in the middle of his mess, we can be confident that God loves us in the middle of ours.


			Take some time to read the book of Jonah today. It’s only four chapters with a total of 48 verses and can be read in about ten minutes. As you read, try to approach the story with fresh eyes, as if you’ve never heard of Jonah (or the big fish) before.


			As we explore this book together, we’ll discover that, just as E.T. is not about bicycles, the story of Jonah is not about a fish.


			It’s a story about how God doesn’t want anyone left out and the depths he’ll go to remind us of that beautiful truth.


		




		

			Questions to Ponder:


			What has your experience been with the story of Jonah?


			After reading the entire book of Jonah, what would you say the story is about? Write down anything about the story that stuck out to you this time around.


		




		

			Day 2: 
But Did It Really Happen?


			
Today’s Bible Reading: Matthew 12:38–42



			Before we dive into (pun intended!) our adventure with Jonah, I want to spend a few days looking at some background information on the book. Yesterday, we looked at how Jonah’s story is more than a simple fish tale. Even so, the question remains: Is the story fact or fiction, history or fable?


			Believe it or not, biblical scholars are divided on this issue. It’s not simply a case of, “If you take the Bible seriously, then you believe the story of Jonah is true.” The Bible is a library of 66 different books. If we want to take the Bible seriously, we need to understand the literary genre of each individual book. While opinions on the book of Jonah vary, they fall into one of two general categories.


			1. Jonah as Historical Narrative


			In this view, the story of Jonah is taken as history. Everything in the story happened as written. There are several reasons why this view is reasonable.


			First, Jonah was a real person mentioned in the historical book of 2 Kings. We’ll take a closer look at who he was in a few days.


			Second, Nineveh was a real city in Assyria, and their brutality is well-documented. We’ll talk more about their vile reputation as we get into the story.


			Finally, Jesus himself spoke about Jonah and Nineveh. In Matthew 12, some Pharisees ask Jesus to show them a “sign” that he is the Messiah. Jesus responds to their request with these words:


			But Jesus replied, “Only an evil, adulterous generation would demand a miraculous sign; but the only sign I will give them is the sign of the prophet Jonah. For as Jonah was in the belly of the great fish for three days and three nights, so will the Son of Man be in the heart of the earth for three days and three nights. (Matthew 12:39–40, NLT)


			By referencing Jonah’s journey to the belly of a fish and back, Jesus was foreshadowing his own journey to the grave and back.


			2. Jonah as Historical Parable


			Some commentators believe Jonah fits into the “historical parable” category. They don’t deny Jonah was a real person who worked as a prophet of God. But they believe this historical figure was chosen to be the lead character of a fictional story. And, like Jesus’ parables, the story was created to share a truth about God.


			The argument for this view is not that it’s impossible for a man to survive inside a fish for three days. We know that with God, all things are possible. (Once again, we have to set the fish free for a moment!) Instead, supporters of this view say the book of Jonah reads like satire. Tim Mackie of The Bible Project points out that satires often put well-known figures in extreme circumstances and use humor to critique character flaws.1 Jonah was famous for prophesying the downfall of Israel’s enemies. He’d be a comical choice to put at the center of a story about God’s love for these same people!


			So, where do I land on this debate? I lean toward option one, but I also leave room for some creative storytelling.


			I believe Jonah’s story is historical and unfolded as written. (I’ll tell you my number one reason for believing this toward the end of our journey!) But I also believe the author played up the irony and humor of this story to get his point across. He was a master storyteller who knew what he was doing. Throughout the story, the author takes every opportunity to portray Jonah as a stumbling buffoon. And because of that, the reader is forced to wrestle with their own brokenness.


			No matter where we land, I think it’s important to respect others who have a different view. It’s possible for people who share a deep reverence for the Bible to come to different conclusions.


			Whether it’s seen as history, parable, or something in between, one thing is certain: Jonah’s story gives us a clear picture of God’s love for messy, broken people (like me).


			


			

				

					1 BibleProject. “Overview: Jonah.” YouTube, 12 Apr. 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dLIabZc0O4c.


				


			


		




		

			Questions to Ponder:


			What do you think of the two views of the book of Jonah? Do you think it’s possible to respect others who share a view different from the one you hold?


			Where do you land on the question, “But did it really happen?” How did you come to that conclusion?


		




		

			Day 3: 
It’s All About You


			
Today’s Bible Reading: Jonah 4



			Sometimes it’s hard to understand how Bible stories connect to our everyday lives. And some stories—like Jonah—are so familiar to us that we read them with a sense of detachment. We know what’s coming (or think we know) and switch to autopilot mode without realizing it.


			One way to see familiar stories in fresh ways is to put ourselves in the center of the action. So as we begin our journey, I want us to keep an idea in mind: This story is all about you.


			Throughout our adventure, we’re going to see Jonah make some poor choices. When God tells him to go to Nineveh, Jonah runs away because he’s afraid that God might have the audacity to forgive the Ninevites. And when Jonah’s worst nightmare comes true, he gives God a sarcastic, “I told you so!” response.
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