Sermon Jonah 1:1 — 4:21 - 21/1/24
Sermon Videolink: https://youtu.be/KcOd_q7b0Lw
Jonah is an interesting Biblical character. He is a Hebrew living about 800 years before the birth of Christ. God speaks to Jonah and tells him, “Go to the great city of Nineveh and preach against it, because its wickedness has come before me.” (Jonah 1:2, NIV). Instead of obeying God’s request Jonah runs away, boarding a ship that is going to Tarshish, the opposite direction to Nineveh. He tells the others on board that he is running away from the God.

Soon a violent storm arises and everyone on board including Jonah conclude that it is his fault because he is running away from God. Jonah says the only way to save the ship is if they throw him overboard. At first the others aboard think that is a bit radical but eventually things get so bad that they throw him overboard and immediately the seas calm down.

Meanwhile Jonah doesn’t drown. Instead, God sends a big fish to swallow Jonah and after 3 days praying in its belly, the fish vomits Jonah onto dry land.

Once again God commands Jonah to go to Nineveh. This time Jonah obeys, having discovered that if God has a job for you to do, it is best to listen. He walks around the city for three days with a simple one-line message, only 5 words in the original Hebrew. Translated into English Jonah said, “Forty more days and Nineveh will be overthrown.” (3:4, NIV)
Amazingly the Ninevites believe God, the king declares a fast and orders all the residents and animals be covered with sackcloth, and give up on their evil ways and violence, in the hope that God would show compassion and not destroy the city.

God does show compassion, relents, and does not destroy the city.

Nineveh was the capital city of the Assyrian Empire. The Assyrians were the sworn enemies of the people of God. The Assyrians invaded the Israelite territories numerous times, sometimes taking captives into exile, other times taking the entire nation’s wealth. The rulers of Assyria and their armies were often ruthless and cruel. Most likely Jonah had family members who had been victims of the Assyrians. No wonder Jonah didn’t want to go to the city.
All is not as it seems. The book of Jonah has a surprising twist.

At the first reading of the story, you might think that the reason Jonah ran away was because he was afraid for his life. The Ninevites had a very violent reputation and some insignificant Hebrew walking through their city making threats of destruction might not get a very good reception. Instead, such a person may come to a very violent end. 

We too may be able to identify with this. We who have been called by Jesus to be his disciples and to spread his message of repentance, may find ourselves feeling like running away from God’s call. Even if we don’t run away, often we may find ourselves keeping silent, rather that suggesting to others that we know a way that leads to new life. A new life that can be found in repenting and turning to Jesus.

It may seem at first that Jonah is running away out of fear for his life, but at the end of the book we discover that Jonah ran away for a very different reason. 

When God relented and forgave the Ninevites, instead of being happy with the result, we discover that Jonah is angry. He didn’t believe that God should forgive people as bad as the Ninevites. He says to God, “Isn’t this what I said, Lord, when I was still at Home? That is what I tried to forestall by fleeing to Tarshish. I know that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity.” 

Through a simple one-line message from God, the hearts of every person in a whole city were changed. They repented and God relented, and Jonah is so full of anger toward God for his grace and compassion that he wants to die. He is angry because he wants the Assyians to be wiped out by God, but instead God changed their hearts and minds. We see it in the same region today. People doing unspeakable things to each other. People so angry with each other that they can’t bear the thought of forgiveness and reconciliation, and the result is destruction.
I wonder if we too struggle with God’s grace and compassion. I wonder if there are people whom we think are too bad to be forgiven. I wonder if we secretly hope certain people will never hear and repent and believe the Good News of Jesus Christ, because we don’t want them to end up in heaven. People who have taken advantage of the weak and vulnerable, people who have committed unspeakable acts, people who have done terrible things to our loved ones or who have done terrible things to us. 

While Jonah sat outside Nineveh seething with anger, God shows his love and compassion for Jonah even though Jonah is angry and wishing destruction upon thousands of people. God provides a leafy plant for him. The plant grows up over Jonah and gives him shade to ease his discomfort. Jonah is happy about the plant, but the next day God sends a worm which kills the plant and Jonah ends up sitting in a scorching wind under a blazing sun. 

Once again Jonah becomes angry, this time because the plant died. Again, Jonah wants to die. 

That is when God makes his point. Jonah was more concerned about the plant that lived for a day than he was about a city full of 120000 living breathing men, women, and children. Jonah expected God to show him grace and love, but Jonah did not want God to do the same for the Ninevites. Couldn’t Jonah see his own terrible sin of wishing death upon thousands. Jonah wanted to see thousands killed and destroyed, even after they changed and turned away from their evil ways and violence. Jonah wanted to put limits on God’s grace, limits that counted those Jonah approved of as in, and those Jonah hated as out.
We can’t put limits on God’s grace. We can’t draw a line in the sand and decide which sins are forgivable and which aren’t. If there are limits placed on God’s grace. If Jesus died for some sins but not for other sins, then where is the good news. Why even bother repenting if your sins are unforgivable. Where is the motivation for change and where is the hope for the future. If we put limits on God’s grace, compassion, and love, we may find when we examine our own hearts, minds, words and actions that we are on the wrong side and left without hope.
Thankfully, through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus we can know with full confidence that with God forgiveness is always on offer, no matter who you are or what you have done, because God is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in love. 

Amen.
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