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 The parable of Jonah is one of my favorite stories in the Bible. I call it a parable because 

it’s filled with exaggeration and fantasy and it’s meant to point us beyond the setting of the story 

itself to a deeper understanding of the nature of God and what it means to live within the circle 

of God’s grace.  

 

 Jonah’s story is set during rise of the Assyrian Empire in the 8
th

 century BCE. Assyria 

was civilization’s original super power. Its armies marched south and west across Mesopotamia 

swallowing up every nation in their path. Although Israel was a pretty small country it was part 

of that conquest and eventually swallowed up along with so many others. So we can imagine 

what the attitude of Israelites might be toward Assyria.  

 

 It so happens that the capital city of Assyria was Nineveh. One day the good prophet 

Jonah was called by God to go to Nineveh, the enemy’s capital, and warn them of their coming 

destruction. Jonah was a good prophet, but he was also a patriot, and like any loyal Israelite he 

had no desire to prevent the destruction of the enemy. That’s why he ran away. He wasn’t just 

being disobedient; he was being smart.  

 

 But it didn’t work out too well. If you know the story, you know that in trying to run 

away Jonah only put others in danger because God pursued him across the sea and caused the 

waves to nearly sink the ship he was in. When his shipmates finally tossed him overboard the sea 

quickly calmed for them, but Jonah’s peril was just beginning. Swallowed by a huge fish he 

remained in its belly for three days and three nights, all the while praying to God. After that time 

the fish spit him out, back where he began, and God’s word came to him again. This time he did 

what he was told.  

 

 And that’s where we find him in the passage we heard this morning. Jonah goes to 

Nineveh, that great city, and delivers his message. Put his heart isn’t really in it. The city is a 

three days’ walk across, about sixty miles wide, and he only goes a little way in. And his 

delivery is sort of faint. Basically he pokes his head in the door, whispers what he’s supposed the 

say and then backs out. But of course, it doesn’t matter. The warning spreads like wildfire. No 

fake news in those days. The whole place repents and then Jonah’s worst fears are realized: God 

changes God’s mind.  

 

 We learn from this story that God is not nearly as decisive as we always thought. God is 

looking for any excuse to be merciful. All the worst dictator in the world had to do was sit in 

some ashes for a while and God is willing to relent. That’s a challenge to anyone who believes 

God is on their side alone, that God is the exclusive property of any nation or ethnic group or 

religion. And it was a challenge for Jonah.  

 

 In this story everyone has a chance to change—Jonah, the Ninevites, even God. But only 

the good prophet Jonah refuses. He is filled with hatred for the Ninevites and resents that God 



would be merciful to them. And that’s how the parable ends, with Jonah sitting beneath a dying 

bush sulking because God is gracious.  

 

 From this story we gain insight into who God is and what it means to encounter God’s 

grace, how easily it’s given, but we also learn something about our own nature. We learn how 

hard it is to give up our hatreds, to let go of our petty grievances against one another, our desire 

for vengeance. Not even spending three days in the belly of a fish could bring Jonah to a new 

understanding. Sometimes we’re just as stubborn.  

 

 But change is always just a decision away. All we have to do is reach out and take hold of 

it, allow ourselves to receive grace and God’s kingdom is ours. That’s what Jesus means when he 

says, “the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.” He’s not 

issuing a warning, he’s not threatening destruction; he’s offering an invitation. He’s saying, 

“Wake up! Turn around! Look at what can be yours!” It’s a chance to change. It’s a chance to 

become more than we appear, more than we imagine. It’s a chance to let go of hatred and anger 

and fear and embrace a new life of love and compassion and trust.  

 

 And see how arbitrary, how indiscriminate that invitation is. How many boats do you 

suppose were on the water that day? They weren’t fishing for pleasure. It was a business. There 

could have been dozens of boats within earshot of Jesus. So it’s not that Andrew and Simon, 

James and John were singled out; they were just the only ones who got it. They were the only 

ones ready to take a chance and change their lives.  

 

 There was nothing special about them. God isn’t waiting for someone special to come 

along. God’s offer goes out to anyone willing to listen; people like you or even me. The question 

is are we ready to take that chance? Are we ready to let go of our past lives, to jump off our 

boats, to cover ourselves with sackcloth and let our egos die? Or do we sit sulking in the sun’s 

heat and nurse our egos, never knowing what it is to be truly free of hatred and fear, never 

experiencing the light of God’s presence or entering the circle of God’s grace? 

 

 Every day, every moment we’re offered such a choice. In Christ God comes to us not to 

threaten or warn us but to offer us a chance to change, to become a new creation, to transcend the 

demands of our egos and give in to the call of compassion and justice. We have that capacity 

within us; we have the capacity to change. All it takes is to put our trust in God and leave our 

boats behind. 

 

Amen 


