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Jonah 3:1-5, 10

| love Jonah. If there ever was a character from the Bible who reflected
human frustration with God, Jonah is it. Right from the beginning, he has no
idea why God would want him to go to a place like Ninevah, to “cry out
against it” for the wickedness it has committed against God. So, he reacts the
way most of us would in a situation we don’t understand: he ignores God’s
Word and runs the other way.

Listen to how William Carl describes Jonah: Jonah is my kind of
missionary. Reluctant, withdrawn, stubborn. Never quite ready to go to
Nineveh. All over the Bible, people are getting up and going. Abraham and
Sarah move out on a promise and a prayer. Moses heads for Egypt with
nothing but a shepherd’s crook and Aaron to write his sermons. Elijah stands
defiant, facing four hundred and fifty Baal prophets. But not Jonah. Jonah
stands on the dock with tickets for Tarshish.

All over the New Testament people are getting up and following Jesus.
Fishermen are dropping their nets, tax collectors are forgetting about credit
and debit, and others are leaving their parents behind. A little man called Paul
travels the Mediterranean spreading the Word. But not Jonah. Jonah stands
on the dock with tickets for Tarshish or. William Cari, “Tickets for Tarshish,” November 9, 2008,
http://dayl.org/1118-tickets for tarshish).

Of course, we all know that Jonah departed from that dock on a boat,
and once at sea the Lord sent a great storm to disrupt the boat. When Jonah
was sent overboard by the sailors, God sent a big fish to save him, and in the
belly of the whale Jonah spent three days and nights. And then, in such
typical human fashion, Jonah prays to God in hopes of getting a second-
chance: “I called to the Lord out of my distress, and he answered me; out of
the belly of Sheol | cried, and you heard my voice ... | with the voice of
thanksgiving will sacrifice to you; what | have vowed | will pay!” (2:1,9) It’s
almost as if you can hear Jonah’s thoughts: “Now can | get out of this fish?
Please?!”

Well, his prayer does the trick, and God has the fish spit him out on the
shore. What’s fascinating is that God hasn’t forgotten the original reason he
needed Jonah: to preach God’s Word to the superpower called Ninevah.

Consider what Jonah has already experienced: fear, flight, judgment,
salvation, forgiveness, redemption. He’s tried to run, but couldn’t flee the
Almighty. He’s been given-up for dead, only to be saved by the One he
originally couldn’t flee. He’s been shown forgiveness and redemption after
God could have given up on him. That’s pretty powerful stuff, and you’d think
that would impact how he goes about the next steps in his calling from God.
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In fact, Jonah doesn’t run away this time. He sets out for the city, and
once he reaches the gates of the city, he starts telling the residents what God
wants them to hear: “Forty days more, and Ninevah shall be overthrown!”
Jonah does what he is supposed to do, and then exits the city to wait and see
the city get its just recompense.

As Carl writes: Jonah is one who sees Israel as the chosen people and
the Gentiles can go to hell for all he cares. How unlike Peter, a Jew’s Jew,
who, after conversion, is on his way to Cornelius’ house. Jonah would never
do that. But let’s not be too hard on Jonah, for here we can see the
complexity of human nature. We all have our enemies. What is it for you?
For Jonah, it’s Ninevites. Even Jesus had enemies. Certainly he said love your
enemies, but | think William Sloane Coffin is right when he says, “Love them as
enemies. Let’'s not be sentimental about this thing” dric). Jonah follows
through on God’s command, but he definitely knows what should happen to
the Ninevites, and forgiveness is not included.

“And the people of Ninevah believed God; they proclaimed a fast, and
everyone, great and small, put on sackcloth. (The King said,) Who knows?
God may relent and change his mind; he may turn from his fierce anger, so
that we do not perish” (3:5,9).God showed mercy and compassion on
Ninevah, based on how they responded to Jonah’s proclamation: “When God
saw what they did, how they turned from their evil ways, God changed his
mind about the calamity that he had said he would bring upon them; and he
did not do it” (3:10).

Now, this is why | love Jonah. It’'s not in the text, but | can hear him
saying, “Really?!?! Are you kidding me, God?” He doesn’t buy it. He doesn’t
see how this can be possible. Jonah is the quintessential human being, the
classic model of the human species, for there is an ineradicable flaw in his



