Scripture’s Scary Story #3

“The Horror of It All!”

Jonah 3:1-10, 4:1

Plot twists are common in literature and film alike. Just about the time you think you know what’s going on…wham!…the story turns in an unexpected way. One of my favorite authors, Jeffrey Archer, is so well known for this literary feature that a book of his short stories is entitled, A Twist in the Tale.

This is all well and good when it comes to works of fiction and drama, but factual history is sometimes even stranger than fiction. As we continue in Scripture’s scary story, the book of Jonah, we find more than one twist and turn in chapter three. The final one is probably the most unexpected of all.

Nineveh Repenting 

The main emphasis in Jonah 3 is repentance. The Hebrew word for “repent” (shub—meaning, “to turn”) occurs four times in verses 8–10, and that is the striking, central message of this passage.
 Even when the technical term is not used, the idea of repentance is seen in even more instances. I briefly considered calling this message, “Turn, Turn, Turn,” since in this chapter Jonah repented, Nineveh repented, and some English translations even state that God repented! But that’s getting ahead of ourselves.

Remember where the end of chapter 2 left the story: “And the Lord commanded the fish, and it vomited Jonah onto dry land.” Though the Bible does not indicate where this took place, many scholars believe the fish deposited Jonah at or near Joppa, from where the prophet had set sail to flee from the Lord.

With that in mind, chapter 3 opens with verses 1-2, “Then the word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time: ‘Go to the great city of Nineveh and proclaim to it the message I give you.’” Those who know the story of Jonah may read over these words without a second thought. But have you stopped to think about what this is saying? James Montgomery Boice writes,

We cannot really imagine what it would be like if we were in the place of God, nor should we. But if we were God and if we were confronted with the situation as we have found it at the end of chapter 2, I imagine that at this point we would say that we had had just about enough of Jonah.

We are so quick to dismiss one who has failed. But God is not. He is certainly “the God of the second chance.”
 In fact, I have adopted Jonah 3:1 as my own personal life verse. 

William Banks speaks of such grace particularly as it comes to Christian people today. “We are moved to speak of Jonah’s God as the God of the Second Chance. But honest sober reflection compels the saint to speak of Him as the God of the 999th chance! Such gracious mercy as was extended to Jonah here, and to David, and to the dying thief upon the cross, and to Peter—surely it has been granted to all believers through the precious blood of Jesus Christ.”

Did Jonah deserve a second chance to carry out God’s assignment? No. Neither do we. But God, in His mercy, is not about keeping score, but about shaping us into the likeness of His Son.
 The victorious Christian life is a series of new beginnings. When we fall, the enemy wants us to believe that our ministry is ended and there’s no hope for recovery, but our God is the God of the second chance.
 Maybe as Christians we ought to be more like the God of the second chance when it comes to those who have fallen along the way. But that’s for a different sermon.
The word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time, and this time he obeyed. We read in verses 3-4, “Jonah obeyed the word of the Lord and went to Nineveh. Now Nineveh was a very important city—a visit required three days. On the first day, Jonah started into the city. He proclaimed: ‘Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned.’” 

The journey to Nineveh from Joppa was about 550 miles. Caravans usually traveled 20–25 miles a day, which means Jonah made the trip in about a month. The size of Nineveh is expressed in terms of the time that it would take Jonah to carry out his assignment.

Jonah’s message is a model of brevity. Eight English words translate five Hebrew words. Certainly his preaching said more than this—how else would the people have responded as they did? It seems likely that at least they questioned Jonah to find out if there was any hope of God’s forgiveness.
 Nineveh would be judged for its sin, and the Ninevites had a 40-day window to fix the problem. God had every right to destroy this wicked city. But He graciously gave them a chance to come clean and repent.

What chance of success would you have given Jonah’s message? Ten percent? One percent? Less than that? Yet verses 5-9 demonstrate the second “turning” of this chapter:

The Ninevites believed God. They declared a fast, and all of them, from the greatest to the least, put on sackcloth. 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. 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. 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. Who knows? God may yet relent and with compassion turn from his fierce anger so that we will not perish.”
God used Jonah’s terse sermon to stir the entire city, from the king on down.
 Against all expectations, the powerful, violent city of Nineveh put on sackcloth—a sign of mass repentance.
 Chuck Swindoll calls this “the greatest revival in biblical history” with over 100,000 people repenting and turning to the Lord.
 This is a far more amazing miracle than the supernatural storm and the prophet-swallowing fish had been.

Can you imagine some preacher from the United States going over to Russia and preaching against Vladimir Putin and the atrocities he has (and continues to) commit? We could expect that preacher to be arrested and sent to Siberia or, more likely, mysteriously killed. But what if Putin and his advisors truly repented and turned to God? What if they pulled their military forces out of Ukraine and neighboring nations and enacted real reforms for their own people? Unthinkable, right? Yet that happened in Jonah 3.

Some point to Nineveh’s historical situation during this period to explain the readiness of the king and his people to accept Jonah’s message. Assyria had suffered military reverses, diplomatic setbacks, famine and domestic uprisings. In addition, an eclipse had taken place on June 15, 763 bc, and this could have been regarded as a terrible omen. With all this going on, it is not surprising that the Ninevites would have been especially jittery and ready to pay attention to a foreign prophet who suddenly appeared in their city.

Others (and I would count myself in this number) believe Jonah’s personal history would have made a real impression on the people of Nineveh. We saw last week how his time inside the fish would have altered Jonah’s appearance: his skin would have been bleached white, he would have lost all hair from his head and body, and his eyes would have turned a penetrating bright blue. Certainly the way he looked would have made people take notice!

Yet there is more. The name “Nineveh” is thought to derive the Akkadian term for “fish.” Thus, the city’s name could be reduced to “fish town.” Moreover, the people worshipped the fish goddess Nanshe (the daughter of Ea, the goddess of fresh water) and the fish god Dagon, a statue of a man with a fish head. As these examples indicate, fish were of particular significance to the Ninevites—which likely explains why they took such great interest in Jonah and his fish story when he first arrived in the city.

Had anybody seen Jonah emerge when the great fish disgorged him on the dry land, the story must have spread rapidly and perhaps even preceded him to Nineveh, and that may help explain the reception the city gave him. Since Jesus said that Jonah was a “sign” to the Ninevites in Matthew 12:38–41, perhaps this included the way he looked.

I’m rather certain that if someone experienced what Jonah had and looked the way Jonah did, and he said, “Repent!” I’d repent! That’s precisely what Nineveh did.

God Relenting

We see the third “turn” of this chapter in verse 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.” 
Some readers have a difficult time with this verse, especially those whose English translations say that God “repented,” especially the King James Version that reads, “God repented of the evil, that he had said that he would do unto them.” Whoa, wait a minute! God repented? Of the evil? That doesn’t sound like God!

That’s correct. The phrase “God repented” is better translated “God relented,” that is, changed His course. From the human point of view, it looked like repentance, but from the divine perspective, it was simply God’s response to man’s change of heart. God is utterly consistent with Himself; it only appears that he is changing His mind.

The Bible is very clear that God does not change in His character or even change His mind. Numbers 23:19 declares, “God is not a man, that he should lie, nor a son of man, that he should change his mind. Does he speak and then not act? Does he promise and not fulfill?” We read in 1 Samuel 15:29, “He who is the Glory of Israel does not lie or change his mind; for he is not a man, that he should change his mind.” So what gives?

I think Jeremiah 18:7-10 clears this up. In those verses the Lord says,

If at any time I announce that a nation or kingdom is to be uprooted, torn down and destroyed, and if that nation I warned repents of its evil, then I will relent and not inflict on it the disaster I had planned. And if at another time I announce that a nation or kingdom is to be built up and planted, 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.

When God threatens to destroy a nation because of its sin and that nation repents, God will relent from sending the judgment. He has not changed His mind; He operates in conjunction with His predestined plan. “If you persist in evil, I will destroy you; if you repent from evil, I will spare you.” The choice is ours; the consequences are God’s.

Jesus taught this in Luke 13:1-5,

Now there were some present at that time who told Jesus about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mixed with their sacrifices. Jesus answered, “Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans because they suffered this way? I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish. Or those eighteen who died when the tower in Siloam fell on them — do you think they were more guilty than all the others living in Jerusalem? I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish.”

What is the bottom line? “Unless you repent, you will all perish.” God is not fickle, threatening doom one minute and changing His mind the next. He is the ultimate in consistency. (The Bible calls this “faithfulness.”) God does not make idle threats. He will execute His judgment. But if someone turns away from their sin, God will turn away the judgment that sin would have brought.

I like how the English Standard Version renders Jonah 3:8-10.

“Let everyone turn from his evil way [repent] and from the violence that is in his hands. Who knows? God may turn and relent and turn from his fierce anger, so that we may not perish.” When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil way [repented], God relented of the disaster that he had said he would do to them, and he did not do it. 

The Ninevites repented and God relented.

Jonah Resenting

Now we get to the strangest twist in this story. We might have expected that with Nineveh repenting and God relenting that Jonah would be rejoicing. After all, he was the spokesman responsible for the greatest, most unlikely revival in ancient history! What an addition to his prophetic résumé, right?

Oh, no. Instead of rejoicing, we see Jonah resenting in the opening verse of chapter 4: “But Jonah was greatly displeased and became angry.” We should expect Jonah himself to be literally leaping with joy and thanksgiving. Instead, when we come to the fourth and final chapter, we find Jonah in the worst “blue funk” imaginable. In fact, he was angry about it, violently angry.

Why? Why would Jonah be so resentful? Stephen McKenzie observes,

Jonah did not want to preach to the Ninevites because he knew they would repent and then God would forgive them and not destroy them. But Jonah wanted Nineveh to be destroyed! His attempted flight was the ridiculous and irrational act of a desperate man. He was driven to it by the hatred he felt for the Ninevites and the fear that they would be saved from destruction.

Even though Jonah let the Ninevites know that forgiveness was possible, that wasn’t the main thrust of his preaching. The summary that the text gives us of his sermons was not “In forty days, Nineveh might be overthrown” but “In forty days, Nineveh shall be overthrown!” That was what Jonah enthusiastically wanted and predicted. He enjoyed preaching wrath. He did it with glee, not tears, because he couldn’t wait for God’s hammer to fall on them.

But God responded with mercy. The horror of it all! How dare God not come through with His promise to destroy the most despicable nation on earth! How can he ever show his face in the nation of Israel again? What will he tell the boys at the bar when they ask how come he failed to bring about Nineveh’s destruction?

So Jonah is plunged back into the depths of his despair and disappointment with God. His response is surprising to us, and it sets up the remarkable final chapter of Jonah’s encounter with the Lord.
 (That will be next week.) 

Of all the twists and turns of this story, this seems to be the most shocking. As McKenzie points out,

Jonah is unique among all the prophetic books of the Bible because it does not contain a collection of prophetic sermons or oracles. There is only one, very brief and direct oracle in the book: “Forty days more, and Nineveh will be overthrown” (Jonah 3:4). In another sense, though, the entire book is a sermon. A better word might be “parody.” The character of Jonah is a parody—a satirical imitation of a real prophet, an exaggeration of distasteful qualities for the purpose of teaching a lesson. This is another feature that makes Jonah unique. Unlike other prophets, who are admired for their courage and forthrightness, there is nothing admirable about Jonah.

Think about it: Is there any man or woman of God in the Bible more unlikable than Jonah? I’ve heard him described as a nationalist, a racist, or a bigot. I can think of some other descriptions but I won’t mention them here. God’s grace is truly amazing—not just in sparing the people of Nineveh but in using a character like Jonah!

Don’t look too long at Jonah, though. You might see a reflection of someone you know. Someone who looks a lot like you. Let’s be honest: don’t we all have a bit of Jonah in our character as well? Swindoll concludes,

Does anything burn your britches more than seeing a wicked person receive mercy? People want to see the bad guys get what’s coming to them. Now, here’s the revelation: We are all bad guys. We all deserve death. “But God showed his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were still sinners” (Romans 5:8). We need His mercy, and He lovingly provides it.

Let’s not be so quick to judge whom God can and cannot use in His service. Remember, after all Jonah had done, “the word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time.” You may be ready to write someone off, but God may still have a plan for him or her. After all, someone else may be ready to write you off, too.

Let’s not be so quick to judge to whom God will or will not extend His grace and forgiveness. We might think someone is too far gone even for God, but His amazing grace is just that. I’m sure we will be amazed at some of the people we meet in heaven… granted that we make it ourselves.

In Jonah 3 we see Nineveh repenting, God relenting, and Jonah resenting. Where do you find yourself in this story? Does the story of your life need a plot twist? It’s never too late to turn back to God.
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