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3:1 Then the word of the LORD came to Jonah a second time: 2 “Get up. Go to 
Nineveh, the great city, and preach to it the message that I tell you.” 
3 So Jonah set out and went to Nineveh just as the word of the LORD had 
commanded. Now Nineveh was a great city to God. It required a three-day walk. 
4 Jonah walked through the city for a day, and he called out, “Forty more days 
and Nineveh is going to be overthrown!” 
5 The men of Nineveh believed God. They proclaimed a fast and put on 
sackcloth, from the greatest of them to the least. 6 When word reached the king 
of Nineveh, he got up from his throne, took off his royal robe, covered himself 
with sackcloth, and sat in ashes. 7 Then he issued a proclamation in Nineveh. 
By the decree of the king and his leading officials: 

Do not let people or animals, herds or flocks, taste anything. Do not let them eat 
food or drink water. 8 Instead, let people and animals be covered with sackcloth. 
Let everyone call fervently to God. Let them turn from their evil way and from 
the violence that is in their hands. 9 Who knows? God may turn and relent. He 
may turn from his burning anger so that we will not perish. 
10 When God saw their actions, that they had turned from their evil way, God 
relented from the disaster which he said he would bring on them, and he did 
not carry it out. 
 
Dear Friends and Fellow Redeemed, 

A young girl named Sally transferred from a Christian school to a public school 

because her family had moved. On her first day of class, the teacher said, “Today 

we’re going to study Zoology, and the first subject in Zoology we will study is 

whales. Does anyone know anything about whales?” she asked. Sally raised her 

hand. “Yes, Sally, what do you know about whales?” the teacher asked. “Jonah 

was swallowed by a whale,” she said. “That’s nonsense,” the teacher said. “The 

throat of the whale is too narrow to swallow a man. Where did you get that 

foolish idea?” Sally replied, “That’s what my Bible says.” “Well, your Bible is 

wrong,” the teacher said. “As I said, a whale’s throat is too narrow to swallow a 

man. What do you think of that?” Sally thought for a moment and then said, “I 

guess I’ll have to wait until I get to heaven and ask Jonah himself what 

happened.” The teacher replied, “Well, what happens if Jonah isn’t there to ask?” 

Sally thought for another moment and then said, “I guess you’ll have to ask him 

then.”  



That’s kind of a funny story. But what happened to Jonah wasn’t very funny. It 

was incredibly significant. And I’m not talking about spending three days in the 

belly of a fish. I’m talking about what happened after that. After the fish spit him 

out, he traveled over 600 miles to the city of Nineveh (which would be like going 

from here to New York City without a car, a plane, or train), preached one sermon 

and converted the entire city, which may have had a population of over half a 

million. It might be the biggest miracle in the Bible. It is certainly the single 

greatest one-day conversion. Jonah brought more people to faith in one day than 

Jesus ever did. Most pastors would love to have a day like that. And Jonah didn’t 

even want it to happen. You might know that the reason Jonah ended up in the 

belly of the fish is because he said “no” to God the first time God commanded him 

to go. Jonah carried out one of the greatest miracles in this history of the world, 

and he didn’t even want to do it. He didn’t want to go to Nineveh.  

We’ll talk about why that was in just a bit. But for now, I’d like you to think about 

that last place you didn’t want to be, but still ended up in. Maybe it was a hospital 

room. Maybe it was the boss’s office. Or maybe it’s the place you’re currently in. 

Maybe it’s your present reality; not the one everyone sees in your pictures online, 

not the one people see when you put on your best clothes and smile at them. But 

the reality you feel when you’ve convinced no one is looking; when you have a 

moment to reflect on your life, your successes or failures, your relationships, and 

you can clearly evaluate whether or not you really want to be right where you are 

right at that moment. Whatever your answer is, whatever the last place is you 

didn’t really want to be, I bet I know something about you as you think of it. I bet 

you don’t feel good.  

God knows that too. Just like he did for Jonah. He knew he was sending Jonah to a 

place he did not want to be. But in looking at what happened when he did, we 

learn something very important – that places in life that are unfamiliar to us; that 

are different than what we were hoping for or expecting, are often places where 

God shows his grace and power most clearly.  

Nineveh was like the London or New York City of its day. It was very large 

compared to the cities around it, very prominent, and people had access to pretty 

much anything they wanted. But that’s not why Jonah didn’t want to go there. It’s 

not that he preferred the country to the big city. It’s because of the people who 



lived there. If I were to ask you to identify the most sinfully corrupt, morally-

bankrupt, best-odds-that-they-will-not-end-up-in-heaven person on the planet, 

I’m guessing you’d think of someone. In Jonah’s day, most everyone thought of 

the people of Nineveh. And Jonah, like most others, didn’t think that they 

deserved to have God be good to them. After the conversion of Nineveh, if you 

keep reading in the book of Jonah, you’ll see that Jonah was really upset. When 

God asked him why, he replied, “Because I knew you would have compassion on 

them.” Now, we don’t know the details of Nineveh’s wickedness. We don’t know 

which particular sins were so well-known to everyone. But we do know this; that 

when Jonah looked at the people of Nineveh, he saw people whom he did not 

believe were like him. Whatever Nineveh was, Jonah obviously believed he 

wasn’t. He looked at the people of Nineveh and saw people who were different; 

and because of that, he believed they were less valuable than him. But that’s not 

what different means.  

“Different,” in fact, is a word I’ve heard quite a bit over the couple years. Our 

nation has been struggling with ethnic, gender, and racial differences. And 

certainly I think we can all say that it doesn’t make one person better or worse 

than the other. The book of Revelation says that heaven will be filled with people 

of every tribe, language, nation, and race. Those are differences, and they’re 

eternally beautiful.  

There are other differences. Big city churches versus small town churches are very 

different. My first Confirmation class in western Minnesota had had two students. 

A pastor I know in Milwaukee had a class of 20. And do you know that the average 

child in Milwaukee grows up believing that they probably with either be shot or 

be in the area of a shooting before they make it out of their teenage years. Most 

kids in Milwaukee believe they will not live past 25. I don’t think most children 

here have the exact same fear. But ask any teenager if they ever get deathly 

afraid of the future. Ask any kid if they ever fear that their parents won’t love 

them. And whose fears are more important? All of them, of course. Any fear in a 

child’s heart is a fear God wants to take away.  

There are also differences in the types of sins people struggle with. There are a lot 

of out-in-the-open public sins. You could probably walk down the street and 

pretty obviously point at them; just like Jonah could when he walked through 



Nineveh. But that doesn’t mean that those out-in-the-open sins were any worse 

than the much more subtle sins Jonah committed. Running away from God, 

saying “no” to a very clear command of his, and not rejoicing when someone is 

forgiven are all sins that, if a person does not repent of them, can put someone in 

the same hell that’s waiting for someone who does not repent of prostitution.  

And here’s the interesting thing about Jonah: Jesus assures us in Matthew 12 that 

the people of Nineveh will be in heaven. But for Jonah, we’re never told the same 

thing. While the people of Nineveh repented, we don’t hear that Jonah ever did. 

And if he didn’t, if he went to his grave upset that those people in Nineveh were 

forgiven, it will be because he chose to focus first on everyone’s differences 

rather than on what all the different people on earth have in common. And do 

you know what that is? Do you know what we all have in common? I’m going to 

use a story about a boy name Wesley to tell you about it.  

When Wesley was 15, he and his father were playing some one-on-one basketball 

in the driveway. At one point, Wesley shoved his dad to the ground while going 

for the ball. Dad had been drinking, and in his state of mind, he thought the shove 

was a bit too hard. So, he went into the house, grabbed his gun, walked back out 

onto the driveway and shot his son in the leg. Wesley’s older brother was mowing 

the lawn while this was going on. When he heard the gunshot, he ran toward his 

dad and tackled him. In the ensuing fight, Wesley was shot in the leg again, and 

his brother who had been mowing the lawn was killed when he was shot in the 

lung.  

Maybe the details of what happened on that driveway are different than anything 

that’s ever happened to you. Maybe not everyone watches his older brother take 

his last breath while he’s holding onto him. But I’d be surprised if even one person 

here has never felt the pain of losing someone you love. In fact, I’m guessing 

some have very recently. Some, very suddenly. And others, quite gradually over 

time as their life slowly dripped away from them. And if you haven’t yet, you 

know that you most certainly will.  

And then there’s the pain Wesley’s dad has to deal with when he’s sober and 

looking into the mirror every morning; a pain that’s really not all that unfamiliar 

to us here today. After all, he’s not the only one who has ever asked himself what 

he was thinking or wondered how he became the exact person he had thought he 



never would become at any time for any reason. He’s not the only one who has 

ever thought of a child or spouse he once promised to love forever but now felt 

ashamed to even look at them again. He’s not the only one who’s ever wondered 

why it takes such strong effort to do right but takes almost none at all to sin.  

There is something we all have in common – whether we’re a man like Jonah, a 

Ninevite, a young man like Wesley, his father, or just someone sitting here this 

evening/morning. There is a universal language on this earth. We just don’t speak 

it. We feel it. It’s the universal language of pain. Ever since the Garden of Eden, 

everybody’s broken. Everybody hurts, in some ways you’re quick to admit, in 

other ways you don’t like to admit to anyone; sometimes clearly suffering right 

alongside all your neighbors and friends; other times suffering in ways that make 

you feel all alone in a world of over 7 billion. But the truth is, you’re not.  

Even God knows how it feels to hurt. Maybe bullets never pierced Jesus’ skin. But 

nails sure did. Maybe he was never shot by his Father. But he was forsaken by 

him, as he cried out for help from a cross and watched as his holy, precious blood 

slowly dripped out onto the dirt beneath him. Even Jesus knows the universal 

language of pain, not because he had ever sinned, not because he knew how it 

felt to look in the mirror and hate what his image represented, but because his 

Father really did want every person of every tribe, language, nation, and race to 

know what it’s like to be forgiven; to know what it’s like, even on the day of their 

most regrettable sin, to walk through the rest of their life wrapped in the warm 

blanket of Jesus Christ’s own perfection; and to see an empty Easter morning 

grave that gives anyone the God-given right to expect a day when you will be in 

the best place of all - the one where every tear is eternally wiped away; and to 

know that it’s going to be ok. That’s what the Gospel is. It’s God’s promise in 

Christ Jesus no matter the place you’re in, no matter how your life differs from 

anyone else’s, no matter the place from which you’ve come, it’s going to be ok.  

That message, all by itself, was powerful enough to convert an entire city. And 

Jonah didn’t even want to preach it. So imagine what might happen if you do. If 

the Word of God is the book you pick up most often, if the work of Jesus was 

talked about every day in every home, if worship around the Word was 

everyone’s highlight of every weekend, and if the heart of the Gospel permeated 

every relationship and every conversation. Nineveh was given 40 days to find out.  



“Forty more days and Nineveh is going to be overthrown!” Jonah said. If God 

appeared to you today and told you that, 40 days from now, he will hand down 

your final judgment, is there anything you would feel compelled to change about 

your life in the next 40 days? Can you think of either one good thing you would 

start doing or one bad thing you would stop doing in the next 40 days? When 

Nineveh was given 40 days, they didn’t wait. They immediately turned away from 

their sin, stopped eating and drinking and celebrating; if they were here today, 

they would have postponed the Little League and turned off the game and put 

away the toys and locked up the cabin, and do nothing each day except help one 

another focus on the God who responds to our repentance with the gift of a 

forgiveness and grace that can do pretty amazing things. And not just in Nineveh.  

As Wesley was finishing up high school, do you know what he said he wanted to 

be when he grows up? He wanted to be a pastor. Why? Because he knows what 

it’s like to hurt. And he also knows exactly where to lead anyone who needs to be 

reminded that it’s going to be ok. You don’t need to be a pastor to tell that to 

someone. You just need to be someone who knows that God’s grace is for 

everyone. That’s a powerful message. It put the people of Nineveh in heaven. And 

it is the most important message you are called to share with anyone. Amen. 


