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A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart

My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Counterfeit Gods - #5
Hidden Idols
So far – Money (Zacchaeus), love/relationships – (Jacob), Family (Abraham) & Control/Power (Nebuchadnezzar). 

One thing has come through to me as I’ve prepared these talks is how subtle these counterfeit gods are. Half the time we don’t even recognise the dominant role they have assumed in our lives. I was talking with someone last week who said that when Jon said he was going to talk about the false God of ‘Power’ immediately thought – ‘well that’s one I don’t have, but as he unfolded it realised that it was something they needed to be aware of. They just hadn’t identified it in their life until that time..

That’s partly what this series has been about – digging down, rooting out & exposing these attitudes, needs and things in our lives which are actually more dominant that we think.

They are often difficult to recognise for what they are because in variably for us followers of Jesus they appear as good things, natural things, normal. But the fact is, when we analyse them it is these things, not our true Lord, Jesus, who actually has the final, deciding impact on what we do, say or think.

Tonight by looking at Jonah in the OT I want to expose a couple of other counterfeit gods that may well lie hidden but influential in our lives.

Most know the story of Jonah – go through it.
What on earth was going on in Jonahs mind that made him react as he did? 
Put bluntly, another God, a counterfeit God was controlling Jonahs decisions and actions. I’m going to label it as the God of 
1. Moral self righteousness, which reveals itself in a number of ways.
2 Kings 14:25 is the first time we meet Jonah. Sets him in his historical context – a prophet of God during the reign of King Jeroboam 2nd in Israel (northern kingdom). Places him around 780BC. 
For several years the northern kingdom, Israel, had lost territory to its neighbours. Jeroboam set his heart on retaking that territory, and Jonah was right by his side encouraging him – v25. Jeroboam was not a God fearing king, his court was not one that a believer would normally want to be part of it, but Jonah was, it seems only too happy to be in there with him, encouraging him. There is no indication of his later reluctance to deliver the Lord’s message! He was part and parcel of this land reclamation policy. Some of the borders Jeroboam re-established were in the northern edge of the country, where land had been taken by the Assyrians.
Now keep that in mind as we reread Jonah 1:1-3. Why run away? Because Nineveh was the capital of Assyria – the very people who have been taking land from Israel. 
Jonah was a Jew, those people were his enemies. He was very nationalistic, racist almost! He reasoned that God’s idea was to get Nineveh to stop what they were doing so his judgement on them would be averted. But that was the last thing that Jonah, as a proud Jew would want! Doing anything that benefited Israel’s enemy just didn’t make sense – it was almost treason. No, if there was judgement hanging over Nineveh Jonah would rather shout ‘Bring it on’!

So his nation had become his God, controlling what he did and said.

Closely related to this nationalism would be a sense of superiority. My nation is the best! We are better than them. As a Jew he felt morally superior to those pagan, wicked Ninevites.  

So he’s got a cultural idol – his nation, and a religious idol – his moral superiority. Combined these proved a lethal cocktail and caused him to rebel against the God that he was so proud to be serving!
Can we have those? Well maybe not nationalism/racism (at least I hope not!) but what about relations with other Xians/churches? You know, those who do things differently to us, who maybe believe some different thinsg to us in secondary matters of theology. Oh, we need to be very, very careful that we don’t allow any sense of spiritual superiority to creep into our hearts.
So He runs the other way. But not for long! He could run but not hide, God cought up with him and he ends up in the water, but rescued by the big fish. In which he has a good think and realises that he’s wrong, God is right and promises, like everyone does in those situations that if God rescued him he’d do whatever God told him to do.

And in great mercy (because he must have know Jonahs heart!) he gives him that second chance.

Credit to Jonah also because this time he follows through with his promise and goes to Nineveh. There he would stand out like a sore thumb – a Jew, quite probably bleached by the stomach juices of the whale and warns the inhabitants of impending judgement from God.
The chances of success were nil – and I can’t help but wonder if there was not also just a little bit of that fear of failure in Jonah when he ran away the first time! 

But miracle of miracles there is a great spiritual awakening in the city, something happens in the people and to a man and woman they believed Jonah and repented! The King orders that the people stop their wicked ways and pray that God will have mercy. And he did!

Staggering – and let it be a reminder to us never to give up, never to doubt to power of the message of the lord, not to doubt His power to melt the hardest, most unlikely heart. 

Man – how would we feel if such a think happened? Pretty euphoric I think! I get excited by just having a good day on a Sunday and hearing that the Lord has spoken/blessed a few people. What must it be like if a whole town turns to God!

But – and here’s the really sad part; look at Jonah in Ch 4!! His repentance in the whale was unfortunately not long lived, and when he sees the city turning to God his old weaknesses, his olf counterfeit gods reveal themselves again – 4:2 – ‘I knew it! It why I didn’t want to go there in the first place; I knew that was just the sort of thing you’d go and do!!!!’ Price less isn’t it, you couldn’t make it up!

His reaction is extreme – look at v3! So strongly did he hate the Ninevites, so self righteous was he that when God’s grace is shown to them he actually wants to die! ‘I’ve had it with you’ he says! What we see here is that despite appearances, despite his words Jonah’s real God wasn’t Jehovah, but his country. When push came to shove, when a choice came to be made his nation and his own sense of moral superiority won the day!

As Jonah sits on the hill watching, waiting, hoping for judgement to come, not wanting to believe what he was seeing and all the while fuming with anger at God we see his real gods! His real love, his real master was himself, his dreams, his ideas, his sense of what was right. Even though he was a prophet, a spiritual leader in the country who probably enjoyed talking about God & grace, mercy, forgiveness, etc, what he hadn’t realised that those things actually had to be on HIS terms! His calling, ministry, salvation of others, serving others, the glory of God were all forgotten, rejected when they conflicted with what HE wanted!
I find the case of Jonah very, very challenging, personally – for obvious reasons. I might talk a good talk, but is it real? What about when my calling impacts me and my family? What about when it’s not a laugh a minute, what about the times when I lay awake at night worrying? When it’s tough and maybe things happen that I don’t like! 
But can I draw you into this as well? May I ask you the same questions? What about when God leads you or asks you to do something that conflicts with the things that are important to you in life? When you don’t get what you want?

None of us are doubting our belief in God, trust in Jesus or the need to share the gospel. But what about when those things impact you life - financially, time wise? Who/what wins then?

Conc: as always the best remedy to a counterfeit god is to look at God. See 4:10. Jonah complained bitterly about God not fitting his agenda – but God brings him back to first- the lost! Whose heart is bigger? Ours or Gods? Oh for a heart like his! 
