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Jonah: You Can’t Outrun God Sunday, 8/29/21 

When we last saw Jonah, the 8th century prophet to King Jeroboam II and the people 

of Israel, he was sitting on the beach, probably soaked from head to toe in salt water, 

smelling like the inside of a fish, sleep deprived, hungry, more than a little sick to his 

stomach, and terrified after being spit out of the mouth of the big fish God had sent to rescue 

him from drowning. We learned that even though his own King was remembered for “doing 

evil in the Lord’s sight,”1 it was the Assyrian Empire, represented by its capitol city 

Nineveh, that inspired Jonah’s ire even more. In this morning’s continuation of the account, 

it’s almost as if we start the story over from the beginning, with the Lord once again saying 

to Jonah, “Get up and go to the great city of Nineveh and deliver the message I have given 

you.”2 At this point we have to wonder, has Jonah learned anything from his ordeal with the 

storm and his three days and nights in the big fish? Apparently, he has, because we read that 

“This time Jonah obeyed the LORD’s command and went to Nineveh.”3 That’s more like it! 

Isn’t that what we would expect of one of God’s prophets? We don’t know anything about 

Jonah’s journey to Nineveh, but if he travelled the 550 miles from Joppa to Nineveh by 

caravan, it would have taken a few weeks4- certainly long enough for him to reflect and pray 

about his recent rebellion against God and his upcoming assignment. 

Here’s an artist’s rendering of what Nineveh might have looked like in the 8th Century 

BC. We know from the last verse in Jonah that the city had a population of more than a 

hundred and twenty thousand people. We also know that these were gentiles. That doesn’t 

mean they were atheists. Most likely they were polytheistic, believing in any number of gods 

and well acquainted with the idea of divine prophecy and judgment. Remember also that was 

the Assyrian Empire from which armies were soon to issue forth to carry the population of 

Israel into captivity. But that was in Israel’s future. At the time of Jonah’s prophecy, the 

Assyrians were merely their hated, menacing neighbors. 

Repentance is a “turning around,” a change of heart and mind that leads to a change in 

 
1 2Kings 14:24. New Living Translation (2nd Edition)  
2 Jonah 3:2. Ibid. 
3 Jonah 3:3. Ibid. 
4 Walton, Matthews, Chavalas. The IVP Bible Background Commentary: Old Testament (pp. 779). 
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behavior. To say that Jonah preached repentance to the people of Nineveh isn’t quite right. 

What he preached was a prophetic announcement of God’s judgment against the city. “Forty 

days from now Nineveh will be destroyed!”5 Wow, I think that’s the shortest sermon I’ve 

ever heard! You could fit that on a t-shirt or a billboard! A call to repentance usually looks 

more like the way Jesus started his earthly ministry. Do you remember what he said after he 

was baptized and had been tempted in the wilderness?  “Repent of your sins and turn to God, 

for the Kingdom of Heaven is near.”6 Biblical calls to repentance often have a conditional 

quality as well. Turn to the Lord, or this consequence will happen.  

It’s clear that God didn’t send Jonah to Nineveh as a missionary. There was no 

message of salvation offered to the gentiles- that would largely wait for the ministry of Jesus 

and The Church. Apparently, the time wasn’t yet right, and I have to wonder if Jonah would 

have even been capable of bringing an offer of salvation to his Assyrian enemies. A warning 

of their destruction was difficult enough. Forty days from now Nineveh will be destroyed! 

What would you do if the Lord sent a prophet that said, “Forty days from now the greater 

Twin Cities area will be destroyed?” 

What might have been expected to last forty days was almost over in one day. On the 

very first day of his preaching, the brief but powerful Word of God changed the hearts of the 

Ninevites and their King and they put on sackcloth and fasted, sitting in dust as a sign of 

their contrition for their violent ways. The sackcloth of the day was a course fabric made 

from goat hair, so you can imagine how uncomfortable that would have been to wear.  

We’ve watered down our contemporary signs of penitence. Instead of fasting from 

food and water, we fast from Netflix or ice cream. Instead of covering ourselves with ashes, 

we put a small cross of ashes and oil on our foreheads or the backs of our hands for an hour. 

But the Ninevites went “all in,” not suddenly abandoning their pantheon of Gods in favor of 

Jonah’s God, but at least putting a temporary stop to their violence, saying, “Who can tell? 

Perhaps even yet God will change his mind and hold back his fierce anger from destroying 

us.”  

And did God reign down fire and destruction on them? Nope, God relented. “When 

 
5 Jonah 3:4. Ibid.  
6 Matthew 4:17. Ibid. 
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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.”7 We’re not surprised by that, 

because we know that God’s mercy is endless. Even Jonah knew that, which, it turns out, is 

the reason he tried to run to Tarshish in the first place.  

Let’s rejoin Jonah now as he complains to God that God is too merciful. I’m 

continuing with Jonah 4 in the New Living Translation. 

{Read Jonah 4, NLT}  

Crying out to God in lament is one thing, but complaining that God is too merciful? 

That’s clearly crossing the line. Jonah’s complaint is dripping with dramatic irony. He 

complains that God is slow to anger and filled with unfailing love, yet he himself benefited 

from that same love when he rebelled against God’s call to Nineveh. Jonah complains that 

God is eager to turn back from destroying people, yet Jonah himself is spared twice: Once 

by the big fish, and now again when he exclaims that he’d “rather be dead than alive”8 if 

Nineveh isn’t destroyed. But the contradiction is lost on him, even as God gently chastises 

him with the question, “Is it right for you to be angry about this?”9 

I wonder how often we find ourselves standing in Jonah’s shoes, bitterly complaining 

about God’s mercy toward others, oblivious to the mercy we ourselves have received. The 

truth is that it’s almost always easier to see the sin in other people’s lives than the mercy 

we’ve each received. It’s possible to imagine righteous anger, indignation that God’s Word 

and will are being trampled, especially in the mistreatment of others. But all too often our 

anger comes out of a misplaced notion of what’s fair from our own selfish perspectives. 

Besides, can we really have righteous anger when we ourselves are so far from living 

righteous lives? 

Jonah has a strange ending. What was with that little episode with the plant and the 

worm? Jonah wasn’t the quickest study, so God decided to make things more concrete by 

giving Jonah an Early Word message, his very own object lesson. The lesson was clear: If 

Jonah was that concerned about the welfare of the plant that had provide him shade, he 

 
7 Jonah 3:10. Ibid.  
8 Jonah 4:3. Ibid. 
9 Jonah 4:4. Ibid. 
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should have been even more concerned for the welfare of the people of Nineveh.  

The most provocative thing about Jonah is the ending, because it’s really no ending at 

all. It ends with God’s question: “Shouldn’t I feel sorry for such a great city?”10 What do you 

suppose Jonah’s response was to God’s question? His track record in the preceding verses 

wasn’t too impressive, but he did repent of his attempt to flee to Tarshish. Did Jonah learn 

God’s lesson? Did he allow his heart to soften? Did he manage to see, for just a moment, 

through the merciful eyes of God? Or did he sit there under the withered plant and continue 

to complain and whine that God was too merciful? We never find out. 

That same question is left for each of us to answer as we wrestle with the scandal of 

God’s mercy. Is it right for you to be angry about that? Who’s the offender that you find 

unforgiveable? Is it the drunk or distracted driver who killed your child? Is it a spouse who 

violated your trust in some painful way? Is it a child who turned their back on the values you 

tried so hard to teach them? Is it someone who cheated you out of your savings? Or is it 

entire groups of people who believe, say, and do things that seem incomprehensibly stupid 

and wrong to you? 

We all have people in our lives who make us frown. All of them were created in 

God’s image. All of them are invited to respond to God’s mercy and to receive the saving 

grace of Jesus. Not all of them will heed God’s warnings, but some of them will, and God 

may choose to save them. Is it right for you to be angry about that?  

Please take some time now to reflect on reflect on God’s compassionate mercy. 
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