
May the words of my mouth, and the meditations of my 
heart be pleasing to you, O Lord. 

When I was speaking to the children, I didn’t mention why 
Jonah did not want to do what God said. It was rather basic. 
Nineveh was in Assyria. Assyria was an enemy of Israel. He 
would have been very happy if God smote the Assyrians. Why 
give them a chance to avoid their doom?  

Jonah almost certainly also had a personal reason for not 
going. God wanted him to walk through a major city of his 
enemy telling everyone that his god, not their god, was going to 
end their existence. That may not be as dangerous as an Israeli 
going to Kabul to tell the Taliban that God is going to wipe them 
out, but it definitely wasn’t going to help his life expectancy. 

So, Jonah ran. He was trying to reach Tarshish, which was 
beyond the Strait of Gibraltar. At that time the Hebrews did not 
see Yahweh as the god of the universe, but instead as their own, 
essentially local, god. So, running wasn’t as pointless as it would 
seem. But it didn’t matter. God caught him before he got very far. 

Ultimately, Jonah had to accept that running wasn’t going to 
work. He accepted responsibility for the damage he was causing, 
went overboard from the boat and ended up in the belly of a big 
fish. And that’s where the story continues. 

While Jonah was in the belly of the fish, he had time to 
reflect on what had happened and his future. He decided to try to 
get right with the Lord and he began to pray. One line in his 
prayer is particularly telling. “As my life was ebbing away, I 
remembered the Lord.” How many of us are guilty of not making 
God a major part of our lives – until something serious happens. 



There’s an old saying in the military that there are no atheists in 
foxholes. That’s perhaps an extreme example, but there are many 
other examples in our modern lives. 

But in any case, the Lord must have believed his repentance 
was real because the Lord told the fish to spit Jonah out onto dry 
land. And that brings us to round two. 

God again tells Jonah to go to Nineveh and this time he 
does. Apparently, risking death there was better than a repeat of 
what he had just gone through. And then something amazing 
happened. One would think that a lone unarmed man walking 
through enemy territory telling everyone that they are going to 
die because of their wickedness would be met with stones and 
arrows. Instead, the people of Nineveh repented, without any 
promise that it would do any good. 

  When word reached the king, his reaction was also 
unexpected. Normally, an earthly king would have a 
troublemaker dragged into court and jailed or executed. But 
instead, the king decrees that all must repent, in the hope that 
“God may relent and change his mind.” Again, without any 
certainty it would change anything. So, what is going on here? 

 It may have been a case of timing. Nineveh had suffered 
several calamities in the preceding years, so they were probably 
expecting something bad. Along comes Jonah, who probably 
wasn’t saying which god was going to destroy them. They 
listened and repented. And their repentance must have been real, 
because God decided not to destroy them. Again, it took a really 
serious threat before they decided to clean up their act. That 
seems to be an all-too-common human characteristic. 



      Which should bring us to the end of the story. Jonah did 
what he was told to do, the people of Nineveh are on the right 
track, all is right with the world.  

Not a chance. Jonah is really upset that the Lord didn’t do as he 
said he would. One of my study bibles says that he pouted, which 
is a good way to put it. Jonah had so much hatred for the 
Assyrians that he wanted them dead, period. It didn’t matter that 
God thought otherwise. Fortunately for Jonah, God chose to teach 
him how wrong he was, rather than punish him. 

 How many of us are like Jonah, or could be in the future? 
Reconciling our need for justice with the mercy of God may be 
the hardest thing we will ever face. 

 I leave you to ponder how often we are like Jonah. 


