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Jonah Chapter 3
Today we continue with our study of the book of Jonah.  
Last week we looked at chapter 2, which records the prayer Jonah offered to God while he was in the belly of the great fish.  In that prayer, Jonah records what happened to him after he was thrown overboard:  he says “the currents swirled about me,” “all your waves and breakers swept over me,” “The engulfing waters threatened me,” “the deep surrounded me,” and “seaweed was wrapped around my head.”  The language here is poetic and beautiful, but what is it describing?  Drowning!  Jonah was in the water for a long time—long enough that by the time the fish came along Jonah had nearly drowned.  

What was Jonah’s response to all of this?  According to verse 7,
 7 "When my life was ebbing away, 
       I remembered you, LORD, 
       and my prayer rose to you, 
       to your holy temple. 
And what does God do?  God saves Jonah’s life by sending the fish.  Look at verse 2:
       "In my distress I called to the LORD, 
       and he answered me. 
       From the depths of the grave I called for help, 
       and you listened to my cry.
God hears Jonah’s cry, answers it, and graciously saves him from certain death.  As a result, Jonah repents, and his understanding of religion—particularly his own religion—is changed.  He says, in verse 9,
Salvation comes from the Lord.

This little fragment of a verse is a simple statement of the central claim of the entire Bible: that salvation is found only through and in the grace of God.  Through his near-death and rescue, Jonah has come to see his need for God’s grace.  He’s known all along that God is a God of grace, but he discovers in the belly of the whale for the first time his own personal need for God’s grace.  He sees for the first time that he is not a “good person” and that like the pagan Ninevites his only hope for salvation is the grace of God.  Where before he thought he had earned God’s favor by being good, he now sees that without God’s grace he is lost. 
God’s grace results in three changes in Jonah’s life.  First, he realizes that he has been serving idols:  he says, “Those who cling to worthless idols forfeit the grace that could be theirs.”  To what “worthless idol” had Jonah been clinging?   His self-righteousness.  His identity as a Jew and a Prophet.  Jonah realizes that as long as he was placing his confidence in himself, he was unable to receive God’s grace.  Second, he repents and agrees to do what God has asked him to do:  “What I have vowed I will make good.”  Third, his attitude toward God is changed:  where before he was running away, now he says, “but I, with a song of thanksgiving, will sacrifice to you.”  
And so, having accomplished what he needed to accomplish in Jonah for now, God sets him free.  Verse 10 of Chapter 2 says,

10 And the LORD commanded the fish, and it vomited Jonah onto dry land.  
Chapter 3 is the story of Jonah’s ministry in Nineveh.  Read it silently along with me:

 1 Then the word of the LORD came to Jonah a second time: 2 "Go to the great city of Nineveh and proclaim to it the message I give you." 
 3 Jonah obeyed the word of the LORD and went to Nineveh. Now Nineveh was a very important city—a visit required three days. 4 On the first day, Jonah started into the city. He proclaimed: "Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned." 5 The Ninevites believed God. They declared a fast, and all of them, from the greatest to the least, put on sackcloth. 
 6 When the news reached the king of Nineveh, he rose from his throne, took off his royal robes, covered himself with sackcloth and sat down in the dust. 7 Then he issued a proclamation in Nineveh: 

      "By the decree of the king and his nobles: 

       Do not let any man or beast, herd or flock, taste anything; do not let them eat or drink. 8 But let man and beast be covered with sackcloth. Let everyone call urgently on God. Let them give up their evil ways and their violence. 9 Who knows? God may yet relent and with compassion turn from his fierce anger so that we will not perish." 
 10 When God saw what they did and how they turned from their evil ways, he had compassion and did not bring upon them the destruction he had threatened.

Chapter 3 begins with some of the most encouraging words in the scripture: “the word of the LORD came to Jonah a second time…”  By using almost exactly the same words and phrasing used in Chapter 1 verse 1 again in Chapter 3 verse 1, the writer emphasizes that Jonah is receiving a second chance—a new beginning.  Even though Jonah had disobeyed God’s first call, refusing to do what God asked him to do, God did not give up on Jonah.  After working him over for a while to improve his submissiveness and to increase his compassion, God offered Jonah a second opportunity to obey him by going to Nineveh.  
Can you think of other figures in the Bible who received a second chance from God?  Take various answers.  
· The most notable case would have to be Peter.   After denying the Lord three times on the night the Lord was crucified, Peter was restored to his position of leadership over the apostles and the church by the resurrected Christ. 

· Moses would be another notable example.  After killing an Egyptian soldier, Moses escaped to Midian, where he lived as a shepherd for 40 years.  At the end of that time, when he was 80 years old, God called him to go back to Egypt and lead the Hebrews out of captivity.
· John Mark.  In Acts 15 we read this about Mark:
36Some time later Paul said to Barnabas, "Let us go back and visit the brothers in all the towns where we preached the word of the Lord and see how they are doing." 37Barnabas wanted to take John, also called Mark, with them, 38but Paul did not think it wise to take him, because he had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not continued with them in the work. 39They had such a sharp disagreement that they parted company. Barnabas took Mark and sailed for Cyprus…

Later, though, in 2 Timothy 4, Paul tells Timothy to

Get Mark and bring him with you, because he is helpful to me in my ministry.

And even later, of course, mark would become the author of the first written gospel account.
· Jacob.  As a young man, Jacob was a liar and a cheat.  But God did not give up on Jacob and ultimately made him the patriarch of the nation that bears his name.  

· Abraham.  When Abraham became desperate for a son, he took matters into his own hands and conceived a child with Sarah’s maidservant Hagar.  Despite his lack of faith, however, God did not give up on Abraham, and later granted him a son miraculously by his wife Sarah.
Over and over again in scripture we see God persevering with those he has chosen, not giving up despite their foolishness and failure.  And ultimately, in each case, his persistence bears fruit—as with Jonah, those who had failed before ultimately accomplish the purpose to which God called them.  Aren’t you glad that God is a god of second chances?  And third and fourth and ten thousand three hundred and fifty-second chances?  I know I am!  
This time, what does God command Jonah to do?  2 "Go to the great city of Nineveh and proclaim to it the message I give you."  Notice that this message is a little bit different from the instruction in Chapter 1 verse 1.  There, God told Jonah to “Go to the great city of Nineveh and preach against it…”   Here, the instruction is not as specific—God just tells Jonah to “proclaim to it the message I give you.”  I wonder why God gives Jonah a slightly different message this time.  Any thoughts about that?  Discuss.  Perhaps God is just continuing the process of building Jonah’s faith.  Instead of telling him to go and say X, he tells him to go and promises that the sermon will follow.  Do you see the parallels between Jonah and Abraham?  In both cases, God tells the man to go;  in Abrahams case to a place he will reveal later, in Jonah’s to deliver a sermon he will reveal later.

At any rate, what does Jonah do?   Verse 3 says, “3 Jonah obeyed the word of the LORD and went to Nineveh.”  Why does Jonah obey this time?  Take various answers.  He doesn’t want to see the inside of that fish again!  He’s been humbled.  His attitude about himself has changed—he no longer thinks he’s too good to go.  His attitude toward the Assyrians has changed—he no longer sees them as unworthy of hearing God’s word.  Do you think Jonah wished that he had obeyed the first time?  I do.  Although God redeemed Jonah’s rebellion, and worked through the circumstances of Jonah’s attempted escape to humble him and teach him, I’m sure that Jonah would have rather avoided the storm, nearly drowning, and being swallowed by the fish.    

What would have happened if Jonah had said no again?  Take various answers.  We really have no way of knowing.  Perhaps God was determined to accomplish this work through Jonah.  In that event, God would have continued to pursue Jonah until Jonah was willing to submit to God’s will.  On the other hand, there is no requirement that God continue to wait for Jonah or anyone else to accomplish some task. If God wants it done, and we refuse to do it, he is perfectly free to give that task—and the blessing associated with it—to someone else.   

Let’s be clear:  God’s willingness to offer second chances does not mean that we should feel comfortable ignoring or dismissing his calling in our lives.   Not only is that wrong, it is also foolish.  When we rebel against God, when we refuse to do what he has asked us to do, we miss opportunities for great blessing, and we likely will bring discipline—perhaps severe discipline—down on ourselves.  What did Jonah have to experience as a result of his disobedience?  The storm.  Nearly drowning.  Three days in a fish.  Likewise, if we run away when God calls us to do something for him, we’re likely to face discipline in the form of hardships.  Like what?  Take various answers.

So Jonah goes to Nineveh.  According to verse 3, “Now Nineveh was a very important city—a visit required three days.”  Commentators differ on what that phrase, “a visit required three days” meant.  Some say that idea was that the city was so large that to visit every neighborhood—every corner of he city—would require three days.  Others think it means that three days were required to walk around the city.  While the city walls were just 8 miles in length—you could walk that in less than a day—Nineveh proper was the center of a metropolis that included five surrounding cities.  Taken together the entire metro area was 60 miles in circumference and would have required roughly 3 days to walk around.   

When Jonah shows up at Nineveh, what does he do?  Does he go to an inn and rest before staring in on his mission?  No—verse 4 says, “On the first day, Jonah started into the city…”  Jonah seems eager to get going.  Whether his eagerness is the result of a desire to obey God without hesitation or glee at the message of destruction he was going to preach, we don’t know.  But clearly he was eager. 

What was his sermon?  Verse 4 says, 
He proclaimed: "Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned."
Just 8 words—actually just 5 in the original Hebrew—proclaiming the destruction of the city of Nineveh.  Do you think this was the only thing he said? Take various answers.  Possibly, but I don’t think so.  My guess is that the sentence recorded in the book is the theme, the core message, of Jonah’s sermon, but not the sum and total of it.  I think at least that he also talked about The Lord.  Otherwise, how would the people have known to cry out to Him?  He may also have preached about repentance and the form it should take.  Based on what the king commands down in verse 8, he e probably also mentioned some of their specific sins, including their violence.
The choice of 40 days in Jonah’s sermon is meaningful.  In the ancient Middle East, the number 40 would have been understood to have religious significance and would have helped to validate Jonah’s preaching.  We see the number 40 over and over in the Bible.  Can you think of some examples?
40 days of rain in the story of the flood
Jesus 40 days in the wilderness at the beginning of his ministry
Israelites 40 years in the desert 

Moses was 40 years in Midian

Elijah fasted for 40 days

The word translated “overturned” in verse 4 is the same word used to describe the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah in Genesis 19:25
24 Then the LORD rained down burning sulfur on Sodom and Gomorrah—from the LORD out of the heavens. 25 Thus he overthrew those cities and the entire plain, including all those living in the cities—and also the vegetation in the land.

The implication, I think, is that Nineveh’s destruction would not come at the hand of an enemy army but as a result of the direct action of God.  That must have terrified the people—they probably felt confident that they could stand against human opponents, but knew that they had no hope against the God of heaven?

So what happens as a result of Jonah’s preaching?
5 The Ninevites believed God. They declared a fast, and all of them, from the greatest to the least, put on sackcloth. 
Who did the Ninevites believe?  Jonah?  No, the scriptures say that they believed God.  I think there is a lesson in that for us.  When we share God’s word with those we love who do not know him, we often worry—at least I do—about whether they will believe me or not.  But that really isn’t the question, is it? If the words are God’s words—as these words spoken by Jonah are, since God said he would tell Jonah what to preach—then it si God, not us, that people shoes to believe or disregard.  It really wasn’t about Jonah, and it really isn’t about us:  It’s about God and his word.
The reaction extended all the way to the palace:

 6 When the news reached the king of Nineveh, he rose from his throne, took off his royal robes, covered himself with sackcloth and sat down in the dust. 7 Then he issued a proclamation in Nineveh: 

      "By the decree of the king and his nobles: 

       Do not let any man or beast, herd or flock, taste anything; do not let them eat or drink. 8 But let man and beast be covered with sackcloth. Let everyone call urgently on God. Let them give up their evil ways and their violence. 9 Who knows? God may yet relent and with compassion turn from his fierce anger so that we will not perish." 
Specifically, how did the Ninevites react to Jonah’s sermon?  Let’s make a list of everything they did:

· They believed.
· They fasted. 
· The put on sackcloth—including the King.  What’s that about?  It’s a sign of humility and grief.  
· The King sat down in the dust.  What’s that about?  Again, a sign of humility, grief, and submission.  
· They “called urgently on God.”  In other words?  They prayed.  Have we seen this before?  Yes, its just what the sailors did when confronted with the storm.
· They repented—the king commands them to “give up their evil ways and their violence”

Notice the extent of the Ninevite’s fast.  What did they do without?  Food and water.  And did you notice that they included their animals in the fast?  Why do you think they did that?  While animals cannot sin, they are subject to judgment as a result of man’s sin.  For example, when God brought the final plague on the Egyptians, according to Exodus 12 it fell not only on them but also on their animals:

 29 At midnight the LORD struck down all the firstborn in Egypt, from the firstborn of Pharaoh, who sat on the throne, to the firstborn of the prisoner, who was in the dungeon, and the firstborn of all the livestock as well. 

By including their animals in the fast, the Ninevites were demonstrating the depth of their grief and repentance—not just us, but our animals as well.  They were likely hoping that God would spare their animals, which would have been an important aspect of their personal and national wealth, from judgment.  

How many of the Ninevites participated in this outpouring of mourning and repentance?  All of them.  Verse 5 says that “all of them” participated in the fast, “from the greatest (the king) to the least;” in verse 7 the King says “do not let any man… “eat or drink;”  verse 8 says, “let everyone call urgently on God.”  The sum of this was a complete disruption of the life of the city—a total suspension of business as usual.  Everyone in the city was focused on God and on expressing their guilt and repentance to him.  This is remarkable—an entire city—a huge city—turning away from sin and toward God.  This is clearly the greatest conversion ever   Not even the Apostle Paul—not even Jesus Christ—experienced a complete conversion like this.  

Why was Jonah’s sermon so effective?  Take various answers. 

· God knew the condition of Ninevite hearts—that they were ripe for hearing the message—and sent Jonah at just the right time.  History tells us that around this time the Ninevites had recently suffered two plagues that had killed thousands.  God was likely working upstream to prepare their hearts for Jonah’s message.

· Jonah’s appearance was likely altered by the time in the fish.  His skin may have been bleached white or disfigured in some other way.  All of his hair may have been gone.  He was at last strange looking and perhaps even scary, and his appearance may have attracted the attention of the people.  If so, then do you see how God redeemed Jonah’s disobedience to make him even more effective when he finally obeyed?  

· Do you suppose he told the story of the fish while he was preaching?  Or perhaps someone saw him come up out of the sea and spread the story ahead of him to Nineveh? In effect, they were hearing the preaching of a man who had been brought back from the dead.

· Interestingly, one commentator says that main god of the Assyrians looked like a fish.  If that is so, can you imagine what people we saying about Jonah?   
Why do the people do what they did?  The King says it in verse 9:
9 Who knows? God may yet relent and with compassion turn from his fierce anger so that we will not perish." 
Recall that in the case of Jonah, repentance followed a demonstration of God’s grace.  In this case, repentance precedes the outpouring of grace.  The Ninevites had no assurance, no guarantee, that God would relent from brining judgment against them.  But they repented and cried out to him in hope that he would relent.  

And what did God do?  Verse 10 says,
10 When God saw what they did and how they turned from their evil ways, he had compassion and did not bring upon them the destruction he had threatened.

The NIV takes a few liberties with this verse:  while God’s compassion is explicit in his actions, the word compassion does not appear in verse 10.  As usually, the NASB translates this verse more literally

10When God saw their deeds, that they turned from their wicked way, then God relented concerning the calamity which He had declared He would bring upon them. And He did not do it. 

What was it that caused God to relent from bringing judgment on Nineveh?  He saw their deeds.  Which deeds?  Fasting, sackcloth, crying out.  What else?  He saw that they turned from their wicked ways.  In other words?  He saw that their hearts had chanced.  He saw that they had sincerely repented.   Which of these is most important?  The repentance.  As Psalm 51 makes clear, God cares more about the inner man than outward religious behavior:

16 You do not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it; 
       you do not take pleasure in burnt offerings. 

 17 The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; 
       a broken and contrite heart, 
       O God, you will not despise. 

So why is the outward behavior mentioned?   The outward behavior is a sign of, a demonstration of, the inner change.   Ultimately, the inner change is what matters, but inner change will always be accompanied by a change in behavior as well.
Does it bother you that God changed his mind here?  Having said, “Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned,” wasn’t God obligated to carry through on his promise?  Take various answers.  God’s proclamation was a warning, not a promise.  Certainly, had the Ninevites not repented, God would have followed through on his plan to overturn the city.  But the purpose of the warning was to encourage the people toward repentance.    God was not obligated to relent from bringing destruction on the city—certainly their past sins were worthy of judgment.  But throughout scripture we see God’s tenderheartedness—his mercy and compassion—toward those who repent.  In relenting here, God is being entirely consistent with his character, as explained in Jeremiah 18:5-10:
5 Then the word of the LORD came to me: 6 "O house of Israel, can I not do with you as this potter does?" declares the LORD. "Like clay in the hand of the potter, so are you in my hand, O house of Israel. 7 If at any time I announce that a nation or kingdom is to be uprooted, torn down and destroyed, 8 and if that nation I warned repents of its evil, then I will relent and not inflict on it the disaster I had planned. 9 And if at another time I announce that a nation or kingdom is to be built up and planted, 10 and if it does evil in my sight and does not obey me, then I will reconsider the good I had intended to do for it.

Was their repentance real?  It sure seems so.  Here’s what Jesus had to say about this incident in Matthew 12:41:  
41The men of Nineveh will stand up at the judgment with this generation and condemn it; for they repented at the preaching of Jonah, and now one greater than Jonah is here.
And that’s chapter 3.  Next week, we’ll begin to look at Chapter 4, one of the oddest and least expected chapters in scripture, the “surprise ending “ of the book of Jonah.
Note from J. Vernon McGee about God changing his mind
There is one final word before we leave this chapter. In the last verse there is a reference to the strange actions of GOD. The record has it, “and GOD repented of the evil, that he had said that he would do unto them; and he did it not.” This is not the only reference where GOD is said to repent. 

What is implied when it is recorded that GOD repented? Did GOD actually break down and shed tears about His decision to destroy Nineveh? Did He forego His original action because He found out it was wrong? Let us understand, first of all, that repentance in both the Old and New Testaments means primarily a change of mind. The word for repentance in this verse is in the Septuagint, "metenoesen," which simply denotes a change of mind. Nevertheless, it may be accompanied by a great emotional experience which expresses itself in weeping and other outward displays. It also affects the will of the person involved and leads to a reversal of action. There is a right about face in conduct. Repentance is produced by new information for the mind and a conviction of conscience which affects the total personality of the individual. 

Now it is obvious that these human experiences cannot be ascribed to GOD. GOD gets no new information, nor does He experience a pricking of conscience. When repentance is imputed to GOD, it is ascribing to GOD characteristics which belong to humanity. GOD's actions are translated into terms of human experience in order that the human mind can comprehend them. There are many such expressions used which are labeled anthropomorphic terms. 

It is recorded that GOD has eyes and arms. Actually none of us believes that GOD has eyes and arms as we do, for GOD is a Spirit, but the One who made the eye can see and the One who made the arm can do what the arm does, and when it is recorded that He has eyes, it simply means that He sees. This is the only method of getting the meaning into language that we can understand. 

Now GOD does not repent as man does. GOD said He would destroy Nineveh for its sin, but He did not destroy Nineveh. It would seem that GOD changed His mind. What actually happened? If an individual, city or nation turns from sin to GOD, He always saves. This is as true of GOD as the statement that GOD would destroy Nineveh for its sin. If Nineveh had continued on its reckless career of sin, then GOD would have destroyed the city. The fact of the matter is that over a century later another prophet by the name of Nahum announced the doom of this city and GOD did destroy it. But on this occasion, Nineveh turned to GOD, and since GOD never actually changes or repents, but always saves those who turn unto Him, He saved Nineveh. It looked as if GOD had repented because He did not destroy Nineveh. The fact of the matter is that GOD never changes, and that explains His seeming repentance concerning Nineveh. The immutability of GOD is the terror of the wicked. GOD punishes sin; hell is an awful reality. GOD does not follow the thought patterns of this modern day by relegating hell to the limbo of the dark ages. GOD has not changed relative to the punishment of sin in this modern day, and the thought of the future will not add anything to His information which will cause Him to repent. 

Here is the precise language of Scripture, “GOD is not a man, that he should lie; neither the son of man, that he should repent: hath he said, and shall he not do it? or hath he spoken, and shall he not make it good?” (Numbers 23: 19). “Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, and cometh down from the Father of Lights, with whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning” (James 1:17). GOD said He was going to destroy Nineveh because He punishes sin. GOD spared Nineveh because Nineveh turned to GOD, for GOD spares any sinner who turns to Him. GOD had not changed; Nineveh had. Nineveh repented. It looked as if GOD had changed His mind, but He had not. 

It is true today that the "wages of sin is death," but every sinner who turns to CHRIST does not receive death. He receives life. It may look as if GOD has repented. Actually the sinner has repented, for GOD always extends mercy to those who turn to CHRIST.  
