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Jonah set out and went to Nineveh …  

 

Jonah 3:1-10 

Psalm 98 

2 Thessalonians 3:6–13 

Luke 21:5–19 

 

Text: Jonah 3:1-2 

The word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time, saying, ‘Get up, go to Nineveh, that great 

city, and proclaim to it the message that I tell you.’ So Jonah set out and went to Nineveh, 

according to the word of the Lord. 

  

Introduction 

In 2014 I attended the Barth conference at Princeton Seminary.  Each year a topic is chosen, and 

scholars are invited to present papers on that topic probing the work of the great theologian Karl 

Barth.  The topic that year was “Karl Barth, The Jews, and Judaism.”  Barth, a Swiss citizen, was 

removed from his teaching position in Germany at gunpoint and send home because of his 

resistance to Hitler and Nazism.  Two of the presenters that year were Eberhard Busch, a leading 

German scholar on Barth and David Novak, Chair of Jewish Studies and Professor of Religion 

and Philosophy at the University of Toronto.  Busch, born in 1937, was a child during World 

War II.  I’ll never forget the evening session where these two men had a conversation moderated 

by the conference sponsor (George Hunsinger); the subject was the Holocaust.  At points in the 

conversation Busch was in tears, broken-hearted, as he reviewed the painful history of the 

German Church’s support of Hitler.  Novak, a faithful Jew, was gracious and unflinching as this 

painful subject was discussed. 

 

With your knowledge of the history of the Holocaust, you could understand Jewish people being 

leery of Christians.   Keep in mind that Canada refused Jewish refugees fleeing that situation. 

Take any of the other genocides of the 20th century, the Armenians or Rwanda’s Tutsis for 

example, and you can understand the vindictiveness that victimization fosters in human hearts.  

Closer to home, consider the history of the treatment of Canada’s indigenous population.  I point 

this out to you so that we might get a window of into Jonah’s attitude towards the Assyrians as 

he heads to Nineveh.  It is born of the atrocities committed by these Assyrians.  The author of the 

book of Jonah wishes to hold up a mirror to us.  Are there people or peoples we wouldn’t want 

God to save or are even ambivalent about them receiving God’s mercy. 

 

1. There are times when we need a break from the routines of our lives to rest, regroup, refocus.  

Jesus had taken his disciples on retreat for just such a time to the beautiful region of Caesarea 

Philippi near the foot of Mt. Hermon.  The disciples have been with Jesus many months.  They 

heard Jesus’ teaching, witnessed his miracles—like when he stilled the storm on the sea of 

Galilee—and experienced Jesus’ love for them.  It was on this retreat that Jesus finally put the 

question to them, “Who do you say that I am.”  And Peter, answering for the disciples, responds, 

“You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”  According to Matthew’s gospel Jesus 

responded to Peter saying, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not 

revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven.” (Matthew 16:17) 
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The question that has puzzled many scholars is, why does Jesus call Peter, “son of Jonah?”  

According to John’s gospel Peter’s biological father is named John. (John 1:42).  Some suggest 

that “Jonah” is simply an abbreviated form of the name “John.” In Greek ‘son of Jonah’ 

(Barjona) is one word and the name portion is shortened.  Other scholars think that Jesus created 

a pun on the name of Peter’s father to call to mind the prophet, Jonah. If so, what might be the 

possible connections? 

 

After this glorious confession by Peter of Jesus’ identity, Jesus began to teach that he must go to 

Jerusalem and undergo great suffering at the hands of the elders and chief priests and scribes and 

be killed and on the third day be raised.  Peter, incensed by such teaching, took Jesus aside and 

rebuked him.  Peter, like Jonah, finds the mercy of God a scandalous thing.  And then there is 

Peter’s three-fold denial of Jesus, fleeing the scene as Jesus is taken to the cross.  Just like Jonah, 

Peter receives a second chance to submit to Jesus’ commission to follow the way of the cross.  In 

the story of Jonah, we imagine that the great fish deposited Jonah on a beach where he hears 

God’s commission a second time.  Peter’s restoration takes place on a beach beside the sea of 

Galilee. 

 

Like Jonah and Peter, I too experienced the mercy of God revealed in second chances.  I was 

ordained in the United Church of Canada in 2001; for the ordination service candidates 

(ordinands) were asked to choose a text of scripture that reflected our sense of call to ministry.  It 

was this text from Jonah that came to my heart; ‘The word of the Lord came to Jonah a second 

time.’ I had previously been ordained in another denomination and had resigned from ministry 

for personal reasons.  I pursued other work in life and in the providence of our Lord a second 

opportunity for pastoral ministry emerged.  No doubt many of you also know the mercy of God 

in second chances—and maybe even third and fourth chances.  Maybe someone is in need of a 

second chance today.  Our Lord is merciful and offers his hand that we might put ours in his. 

 

Like Jonah, Peter was also called to take the gospel to the Gentiles.  Remember that Peter was 

also initially resistant to go; he had that vision of the blanket let down from heaven with both 

clean and unclean animals three times to prepare him to get up and go to Cornelius’ house.  (Acts 

10) It is also interesting that Peter is in Joppa when he gets this call, the seaport that Jonah made 

famous in his attempt to escape God’s commission.  Both Peter and Jonah have experienced the 

mercy of God; the author of Jonah asks us, is this mercy for others, for those we find unlovable 

or who behave hatefully towards others?   

 

We might think that Jonah having just experienced God’s mercy personally—he prayed, “I 

called to the Lord out of my distress and he answered me”—one might think that such a person 

would surely now be merciful towards others.  Remember Jesus’ parable of the king who forgave 

the impossible debt of his servant and how that servant in turn refused to forgive the tiny debt a 

fellow servant owed him. (Matthew 18:23-35) Does Jonah appreciate the depths of God’s mercy 

that has been extended to him?  I notice that Nineveh was described a large city, a three days’ 

walk across, yet Jonah only goes a day’s walk into the city.  Further, Jonah’s message is only 

five words long (in Hebrew).  He doesn’t even mention God.  He likes the judgement part. 

“Forty days more, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!”  
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The Apostle Paul wrote that while we were still sinners Christ died for us.  It wasn’t because we 

were ‘halfway-home’, so to speak; because we were mostly good with many behaviours in good 

shape that Christ saved us.  It wasn’t as if Jesus was observing our lives and thought ‘this person 

would make a good Christian.’  While we were sinners Christ died for us.  What is the nature of 

my sin that it should necessitate our Lord’s death to remedy?  It is as I apprehend the profound 

depths of my own sinnership that I marvel at the mercy of God’s love extended to me.  Such 

mercy ought to lead us to show mercy to others and want this same mercy for them. 

 

2. Earlier in our service we read the Psalmist’s prayer, “Let the floods clap their hands; let the 

hills sing together for joy at the presence of the Lord, for he is coming to judge the earth.  He 

will judge the world with righteousness, and the peoples with equity.”  The mercy of God is one 

of the themes of the book of Jonah; parallel with it is the theme of the judgement of God.  

Judgement is always looming in the background of scripture.  The writer of Hebrews states it this 

way, “it is appointed for mortals to die once, and after that the judgement.” (Hebrews 9:27) Jesus 

assumes it in his teaching we read today where he foresaw the destruction of Jerusalem.  God 

was sending Jonah to Nineveh because “their wickedness has come up before me.”  The King of 

Nineveh admits as much when he decrees that ‘all shall turn from their evil ways and from the 

violence that is in their hands.’ 

 

The mercy of God is not tolerance as if God says, ‘your wickedness isn’t all that bad, after all.’  

In our culture we don’t use categories like wickedness or evil much anymore.  Today’s 

categories are legal and illegal.  Think about how the word justice is used in our world.  Perhaps, 

like me, you wonder what it means when someone calls for ‘food’ or ‘climate’ justice.  Will 

there be a final judgment when things will be set to rights and justice will not only be done but 

will be seen to be done?  If there is no final judgement then categories of right and wrong, just 

and unjust, are fictions of human invention.  The gospel witnesses everywhere that judgement is 

coming.  God announces his judgement because of his mercy that seeks to save us. 

 

A clergy friend of mine once had occasion to appear before one of Canada’s tax courts; an 

income tax deduction he had been claiming for years was suddenly denied and remained 

unresolved in conversation with tax officials.  His recourse was to appear before tax court and 

have a judge render decision.  In consultation with a lawyer friend of his, he decided to defend 

himself.  The judge ruled in my friend’s favour.  The lawyers representing the tax department 

decided to appeal.  Since the lawyers for the tax department appealed, they were obliged to pay 

for legal defence expenses incurred by my friend. I attended this second hearing with my friend 

and his lawyer; Revenue Canada had it’s two lawyers present.  The judge’s decision was upheld 

and these tax lawyers told my friend they would not appeal it to the supreme court. 

 

It was my observation, one that many others know, that defending yourself in our courts is 

expensive.  The prosecution has significant, if not unlimited, resources behind it.  Deep pockets 

are required to make a reasonable defense.  The gospel says that our conviction before God is 

certain.  We are sinners and have been found wanting.  It doesn’t matter how deep a person’s 

pockets are we can’t buy our way out.  In fact, the only reason we know of our conviction is 

because God in his mercy has disclosed this to us in the course of providing for our acquittal.  

God, the just judge, has taken his own judgement upon himself so that he might pronounce us 

acquitted through faith in our Lord Jesus Christ.  In other words, Jesus has appeared before the 
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eternal court for us. In our gospel reading today we heard Jesus make this promise to his 

followers, “but not a hair of your head will perish.” 

 

3.  The repentance of the people of Nineveh also stands out in this story.  “And the people of 

Nineveh believed God; they proclaimed a fast, and everyone, great and small, put on sackcloth.”  

It is amazing that the five word sermon of an ambivalent prophet who makes no mention of God 

evoked such a response.  Such is the mercy of God.  God is the one who makes his word 

effective in human hearts. 

 

God had said to Jonah, ‘proclaim the message that I tell you.’  God is the one who gives the 

prophet his message.  In his commentary Dr. Kevin Youngblood points out that the verb used to 

describe Nineveh’s projected destruction—will be overturned—has two possible senses.  The 

one is destruction by the physical overturning of the city and the second sense is a reformation 

by an ethical overturning of the citizen’s behaviour.  Somehow in this message of judgement the 

people of Nineveh hear the call to repent.  In the King’s edict calling for repentance he says, 

‘Who knows? God may relent and change his mind; he may turn from his fierce anger, so that 

we do not perish.’   

 

I notice as well that repentance in the story of the Ninevites includes, in its meaning, to turn from 

evil ways.  To turn away from sin.  One thing the story makes clear is that humans cannot 

manipulate or control either the mercy of God or the judgement of God.  Jonah thought for sure 

that his announcement would bring on the destruction of Nineveh.  Remember two of Jesus’ 

disciples asked Jesus about bringing down fire on a village that refused Jesus?  Further the 

repentance of the Ninevites was not a lever that obligates the mercy of God.  The King admits, 

“who knows, God may relent.” The scriptures say that the fear of the Lord is the beginning of 

wisdom.  It isn’t just the beginning of wisdom; it’s the beginning of a lot of things, faith 

included.  Karl Barth said, if you fear God you may come to love him but the God you don’t fear 

you will never come to love. 

 

The gospel makes clear that God isn’t someone who can do anything at all.  God always acts 

consistently with who he is, and God is love.  God cannot not love.  This is why the Reformers 

say that God’s anger is his love grown hot.  He wants only good for us.  When a person repents 

and turns to Jesus Christ in faith she is saved, not because of her repenting but because God is 

faithful in his love poured out for us in the Son on the cross.  We don’t obligate God in any way.  

He has obligated himself to us in his freedom in love, while we were still sinners Christ died for 

us.  We fear him because judgement and salvation belong to him. 

 

Friends, we know who God is through what God does for us and in us.  What God does for us in 

the Son on the cross he makes effective in us through the Holy Spirit in our lives.  What does 

God do for Nineveh?  He announces his just judgement through his prophet and makes that news 

effective in their hearts leading to repentance.  Everywhere in the older testament God 

anticipates what he will do through the Son.  At the cross Father and Son absorb the judgement 

of our sin in themselves that we might be set free to live for him. 

 

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. 
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