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Kimby Young

We think of prophets in the Old Testament as wise and powerful leaders who spend their time with God and deliver God’s message to people with clarity and inspiration.  Jonah, however, does not fit that mold.  In fact Jonah is a very human kind of prophet.  Jonah is such a relatable prophet.  I don’t want to call him a whiner.  But…yea, he does like to complain.  Don’t get me wrong.  Jonah comes thru in the end.  He gets the job done.  He converts a pagan King and an entire city to Yahweh God.  Jonah encourages them to turn away from evil.  He helped to bring about repentance that allowed God’s forgiveness and grace to flow for over a hundred and twenty thousand people – for an entire city and kingdom.   Indeed, Jonah was a very persuasive and successful prophet of God.  … But … Jonah certainly grumbles a lot along the way.   He was definitely a reluctant prophet.  Nevertheless, with all his faults, Jonah was a true prophet of God.
The book of Jonah is only 4 chapters long.  It’s an easy read.  And a decent bed time story for adults.  So take another look when you have time this week.  We usually concentrate on the first two chapters and the story of the whale, which we read today, but the rest of the story is full of twists and turns as well.  After Jonah succeeds in converting the king and saving the people, he gets mad at God for saving the people.  He’s upset because God doesn’t destroy the city like Jonah said he would.  Forget grace.  Jonah doesn’t want to be proven wrong – at any cost.  In the last chapter, God uses a kind of parable with a bush.  Jonah goes off to pout and sits in the desert sun.  God grows a bush overnight to give Jonah shade.  Then God lets a worm attack the bush so it dies in a day.  Jonah complains again about losing the shade.  God uses all of this to speak with Jonah about the power of God and the freedom of God’s will, about God’s grace in forgiveness and salvation, about God’s ability to change and intervene when people change and turn to God.  It’s a fascinating little conversation between God and this complaining relatable reluctant prophet.  We can see ourselves in his grumbling and self-absorption.   We always want things our own way.  Therefore we sometimes miss the amazing grace of God in our lives and in our world.  And even then, God loves us and wants to be with us.  God is very patient with Jonah, and with the Ninevites, and with us.  
Really, the entire book of Jonah is about forgiveness, redemption, and that amazing grace of God.  God is all about second chances – even from the very beginning.  Even the whale is a symbol of God’s grace and salvation.  Without the whale, Jonah would have drowned and died.  And maybe, at least from the sailor’s perspective, that is what Jonah deserved.  Anyone who runs away from God, who refuses to do what God explicitly asks, deserves to die, according to the sailors.  Even according to Jonas himself.  But not according to God.  God is not about punishment and revenge and retribution.  God is about salvation.  God is about love.
That’s where Jonah doesn’t understand God in the first place.  Jonah sees sin and expects punishment.  In the first chapter, Jonah is told to go to Ninevah and to tell them about God.  The scripture says specifically, God tells Jonah to preach against their wickedness.  Notice God doesn’t tell him to preach that they will be destroyed because they are wicked.  Jonah creates that whole message of 40 days till you are destroyed by God’s wrath.  God had just said preach against evil.  So when they repented of evil and turned to God, God forgave them – as God is prone to do.  Jonah got mad at God for being merciful.  Jonah believed evil deserved punishment.  Of course, Jonah seems to forget that he was forgiven after he defied God’s call.  He ran away from God in the first chapter, and yet God saved Jonah from certain death.  The whale in the story represents salvation.  God sent the whale, not to punish Jonah, but to rescue Jonah from the waters of the sea and to give Jonah a second chance to answer the call.  
As an aside here, let me just say, I know that science today says it was probably not a whale in the sense that we know about whales.  It was a great fish.  And biologically we really don’t know what kind of fish.  Lots of commentaries talk about that.  And people who try to disprove the Bible talk about that.  That is really not the point.  It doesn’t matter what kind of fish it was.  It matters that God saved Jonah from death.  God gave Jonah a second chance to obey.  God protected Jonah in some absolute unexplainable mysterious and miraculous way.  Jonah lived because God wanted Jonah to live.  And God offers life to all who choose to believe.  That is the point.  Salvation is real.  Forgiveness is real.  God’s grace is real.  And God offers that love to everyone again and again, as many times as it takes.  Believe it and receive that gift of God.  

In the New Testament and theology, the story of Jonah and the whale takes on another layer of meaning.  In Matthew the three days Jonah spent in the belly of the whale is compared to the three days Jesus will spend in the tomb.  In Luke the salvation Jesus delivers for the world is compared to the salvation Jonah delivered to the Ninevites.  The story of Jonah is a fun and sometimes funny way of understanding the mystery of grace – God’s salvation through God’s forgiveness.  Jonah is called.  Jonah disobeys and runs away.  Jonah is stopped and turned around by a miracle of God’s intervention.  Jonah gets a second chance.  Jonah obeys and succeeds.  Next the people of Ninevah disobey and ignore God.  God intervenes through the preaching of Jonah.  The people repent and get a second chance.  God saves the people.  
The next logical step Biblically, is to apply this to ourselves.  We are meant to ask - are we in need of God’s forgiveness and salvation?  God gives us a second, or a third or multiple chances.  God asks us to listen to God, to turn to God, to answer God’s call.  Maybe we already are, which gives us the chance to rejoice and thank God for salvation.  

This story doesn’t spend time thinking about repentance and judgement.  The focus is on the salvation and redemption, the forgiveness, grace and love of God.  Jonah expected death.  But in every case God gives life.  God doesn’t want us to wallow in the death and darkness.  God wants us to live lives worthy of the calling to which we have been called.  God wants us to live lives of abundance and joy, blessing others and sharing the love of God.  We are like Jonah, like the Ninevites.  We have been saved by God’s grace.  We are given new life in Christ.  We are called to live that life to the glory of God and to share the love we have received.  Let it be so.   
Jonah 1:1-4 
Now the word of the Lord came to Jonah son of Amittai, saying, “Go at once to Nineveh, that great city, and cry out against it; for their wickedness has come up before me.” But Jonah set out to flee to Tarshish from the presence of the Lord. He went down to Joppa and found a ship going to Tarshish; so he paid his fare and went on board, to go with them to Tarshish, away from the presence of the Lord.  But the Lord hurled a great wind upon the sea, and such a mighty storm came upon the sea that the ship threatened to break up.
Jonah 1:11-17
Then they said to him, “What shall we do to you, that the sea may quiet down for us?” For the sea was growing more and more tempestuous. He said to them, “Pick me up and throw me into the sea; then the sea will quiet down for you; for I know it is because of me that this great storm has come upon you.” Nevertheless the men rowed hard to bring the ship back to land, but they could not, for the sea grew more and more stormy against them. Then they cried out to the Lord, “Please, O Lord, we pray, do not let us perish on account of this man’s life. Do not make us guilty of innocent blood; for you, O Lord, have done as it pleased you.” So they picked Jonah up and threw him into the sea; and the sea ceased from its raging. Then the men feared the Lord even more, and they offered a sacrifice to the Lord and made vows.  But the Lord provided a large fish to swallow up Jonah; and Jonah was in the belly of the fish three days and three nights.
The Word of the Lord

Thanks be to God.  
Extra – 

Jonah 3

4 Jonah began to go into the city, going a day’s walk. And he cried out, “Forty days more, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!” 5 And the people of Nineveh believed God; they proclaimed a fast, and everyone, great and small, put on sackcloth.

6 When the news reached the king of Nineveh, he rose from his throne, removed his robe, covered himself with sackcloth, and sat in ashes. 7 Then he had a proclamation made in Nineveh: “By the decree of the king and his nobles: No human being or animal, no herd or flock, shall taste anything. They shall not feed, nor shall they drink water. 8 Human beings and animals shall be covered with sackcloth, and they shall cry mightily to God. All shall turn from their evil ways and from the violence that is in their hands.  

9 Who knows? God may relent and change his mind; he may turn from his fierce anger, so that we do not perish.”

10 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.

Jonah 4

But this was very displeasing to Jonah, and he became angry. 2 He prayed to the Lord and said, “O Lord! Is not this what I said while I was still in my own country? That is why I fled to Tarshish at the beginning; for I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing. 3 And now, O Lord, please take my life from me, for it is better for me to die than to live.” 4 And the Lord said, “Is it right for you to be angry?” 5 Then Jonah went out of the city and sat down east of the city, and made a booth for himself there. He sat under it in the shade, waiting to see what would become of the city.

6 The Lord God appointed a bush,[a] and made it come up over Jonah, to give shade over his head, to save him from his discomfort; so Jonah was very happy about the bush. 7 But when dawn came up the next day, God appointed a worm that attacked the bush, so that it withered. 8 When the sun rose, God prepared a sultry east wind, and the sun beat down on the head of Jonah so that he was faint and asked that he might die. He said, “It is better for me to die than to live.”

9 But God said to Jonah, “Is it right for you to be angry about the bush?” And he said, “Yes, angry enough to die.” 10 Then the Lord said, “You are concerned about the bush, for which you did not labor and which you did not grow; it came into being in a night and perished in a night. 11 And should I not be concerned about Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than a hundred and twenty thousand persons who do not know their right hand from their left, and also many animals?”
2

