
 Jonah is great book. It’s only four chapters, and none of those 

chapters are very long. I highly recommend you read it, and focus on 

three things: how everyone who isn’t Jonah reacts to Jonah, the 

animals in the story, Jonah’s actions and reactions, and the word 

“great.”  

 Jonah was not a great prophet. In fact, Jonah was a terrible 

prophet. He had one job – tell the city of Nineveh to repent. He 

decided to run the other way, and wound up in the belly of big fish. 

When the fish spit him up, he finally went to Nineveh, which brings us 

today’s portion.  

 Nineveh is a great city. We’re told it’s enormous. I estimate a 

three-day’s walk across at somewhere between 20 and 30 miles. Jonah 

does not try hard – he only goes in one day, says 5 words, and gets 

out.  

 Nineveh does a great thing – it completely reverses course. 

Everyone in the city, the capital of the Assyrian Empire, repents of 

their ways and amends their doings. 5 words from God through Jonah 

to the people of Nineveh and they stop eating and dress themselves in 

burlap.  

 The king of Nineveh, the Assyrian Emperor, turns out to be a 

great guy. He hears the 5 words of God from Jonah and he proclaims 

that every moving thing – including the animals – will repent, fast, and 



dress in sackcloth. I’m sorry, I’ve got to stop here and paint for you 

the picture that is in my head. The people are dressed in sackcloth. The 

cows are dressed in bags. The chickens are dressed in burlap. Can’t 

you just see the famers and merchants trying to dress their animals?!?! 

It’s just great.  

 “Who knows?” says the king, “God may relent and change his 

mind; he may turn from his fierce anger, so that we do not perish.” 

They don’t even know if it’s going to work and save their hides, but 

still they repent.  

 This is a great big deal, because the Assyrians were pretty rotten. 

I’ll spare you the graphic details, but suffice it to say that Jonah had 

great reasons to go the other way when God ordered him to Nineveh. 

It would be like God ordering me to go to Iran, North Korea, or ISIS, 

and preach against them. Actually – it would be much worse. Just take 

my word for it.  

 So, I don’t blame Jonah for not wanting to go. I wouldn’t.  

 We are not great people. We are terrible at saying “I’m sorry. I’m 

messed up. I’ll work to do better.” We insist that we have nothing for 

which to apologize, that we did nothing wrong, when all too often, 

we’re a part of the problem – and a much bigger part than we’re 

prepared to admit, even to ourselves.  



 But God’s Word is far greater than we can conceive. Jonah gives 

the people of Nineveh FIVE WORDS from God, and the great city 

completely changes course. They go out of their way, and they even 

go a bit overboard (can a chicken repent?). They don’t even know 

what they’re doing, and they don’t believe in the God that Jonah 

preaches, so they have no idea how to repent or if they’ll be spared. 

God’s love and forgiveness, however, are greater than we can 

begin to imagine. God’s love breaks the barriers between us and the 

people who hate us and the people we hate. God’s forgiveness softens 

even the hardest of hearts. God’s mercy reaches even the most 

despicable of people. Including them – whoever “they” are. Including 

us.  

  Even when we don’t know what we’re doing. Even when we 

don’t want to do what we know we should do. Even when we’re 

terrible. God never gives up on Jonah, just as God never gave up on 

Nineveh, and just God doesn’t give up on us.  

 As I read Jonah, it’s a great comedy. The animals do as they’re 

commanded, even when the prophet Jonah doesn’t. The people around 

Jonah turn to the Lord, even as Jonah turns away again and again. The 

most evil and hated people the Israelites can image repent and change 

their ways, even as Jonah is sullen. 



 And, in a lot of ways, it’s a great story about us the life of faith of 

all God’s people. Repentance matters for our relationships with each 

other and our relationship with God, not because we can have those 

relationships without it, but because those relationships will be fuller 

with it. God’s Word is powerful and effective, as we who bear it fall 

short. God’s love is bigger than our shortcomings, and God’s 

forgiveness is bigger than our sins. And God’s mercy extends to all 

people, even to us, even we’re sullen and mean-spirited.  

 God calls Jonah to a larger understanding of the world around him 

– God loves all of creation, even those whom Jonah hates. God calls 

us to a similar perspective – God loves us, and God loves those whom 

struggle to see even as human.  

 Amen.  


