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Grace to you and peace from God our Creator and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
Have I told you before how much I love the book of Jonah? I love the book of Jonah. It’s my 
favorite book of the Bible. I realize it’s not the most important book of the Bible – not as important 
as the Gospels, for instance, or Paul’s letters to the Romans and Galatians. In fact, I realize that it’s 
probably true that I understand and appreciate Jonah the way I do because of what I have learned 
from the Gospels and Paul’s letters. But that said, there is just no other book of the Bible that grabs 
my heart and soul quite the way Jonah does. It never gets old. And part of the reason for that, I 
think, is because it’s so darned funny. In fact, todays reading from Jonah contains what I consider to 
be the single funniest line in the whole Bible. It’s a dry and ironic sort of funny, but that aligns with 
my sense of humor. 
 Before I get to what I think Jonah has to say to the likes of you and me and the days that we 
are living in, I also want to say a few words about how Jonah has been misused in the living 
memory of the church, and what it can teach us about the nature of the Bible and how to read it. It 
pains me that one of the things the church argued about 50 years ago when I was a child, was 
whether or not Jonah was actually and literally swallowed by a big fish and spent three days and 
three nights in the fish’s belly. There were some who said that if you didn’t believe that, then you 
didn’t really believe the Bible, and weren’t to be tolerated in the church of God. The irony of this 
misuse of Jonah as a test to weed out your enemies is that runs counter the whole point of the book 
– that God is merciful towards God’s enemies, including God’s own rebellious messenger! 
 Here's what I believe about Jonah. First, as part of the canonical scriptures of the Old 
Testament, I believe that Jonah is the word of God. Second, I also believe that Jonah is true. In fact, 
I think it’s as true a book as there is in the Bible. Third, I also believe that the events described in 
Jonah never actually happened in real life. And I am convinced that there is no contradiction among 
those three statements, that I can believe all of those three things at the same time with integrity. 
Jonah is a parable, a simple story used to teach a moral or spiritual lesson. It is not a front-page 
newspaper article. It's not about Jonah at all, really. It was written centuries after the real Jonah. It's 
just using him as a character in a story to tell us something about ourselves. This story is about you 
and me and how we relate to God and to those upon whom God would have mercy. And the same 
thing is true about the parable that Jesus tells in our Gospel reading today, and all the other parables 
that Jesus tells. They’re true, and they didn’t happen. Well, actually, to be perfectly honest, I don’t 
know whether any of them ever happened or not, just that that’s not the point of Jesus’ parables. 
 So what is the point of Jonah? What message is it trying to get across to its audience? And 
what does it have to do with us some 2,300 years after it was written? 
 The first thing it’s trying to tell us, as I’ve already said, is that God is God of mercy. And 
God is so merciful that God even has mercy on God’s enemies. That’s why Nineveh was chosen. It 
was the capital of the Assyrian Empire that had conquered the ten northern tribes of Israel some 
four hundred years earlier. The Assyrians were extraordinarily cruel to the people they conquered, 
and the memory of their cruelty was baked into the conscience of the Israelites even four centuries 
later. They were the worst. Our entire history is barely four hundred years old, and we’ve never 
been conquered like Israel was, so it’s hard to come up with an equivalent for us. But here’s how to 
make that work. Think of the worst, most evil people that you can imagine. Nazis still work for 
most of us, I think, except for those who admire their racism. I would preach this sermon differently 
for that group, but I’m going to assume that that is not you. So replace the Ninevites with the Nazis 
at the height of their power. Imagine that God gives them a chance to repent and they do! And that 



God has mercy on them and doesn’t destroy them. If Nazis don’t do it for you, put in the people you 
most despise. God loves those people, and wants to have mercy on them. 
 If that makes you angry, then good. If not, then you’re not trying hard enough. You have to 
be angry for this second point to work. The second point is that God’s mercy toward the people we 
most despise displeases us greatly. Our text today begins with one of my favorite verses from Jonah 
that comes right after the evil Ninevites repent. And my favorite translation of this verse comes 
from the King James Version of the Bible, which I normally don’t use much because it’s just not 
how we speak any more. But in this case I think it conveys the original text better than our NRSV 
translation. This is how the King James renders the second half of chapter three, verse ten: “and 
God repented of the evil, that he had said that he would do unto them; and he did it not.” Okay, still 
a little clunky, but God repented of evil. I think that’s remarkable. God was going to do them “evil,” 
but then repented – changed his mind. But this is precisely what makes Jonah and us angry. We 
want God to do evil to those we hate, and we’d rather die than live in a world where our enemies go 
unpunished.  
 And this is where the humor comes in, to break our tension a little bit. Jonah uses God’s 
mercy and lovingkindness as an accusation. “I knew it! That’s why I didn’t want to be your 
messenger in the first place. I knew that you were going to have mercy on the people I hate. ‘I knew 
that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love.’ and it’s 
better to die now.” (There it is. The funniest line in the Bible.) Then there’s that equally humorous 
scene with the plant while Jonah is still holding out hope that maybe God will still destroy Nineveh 
after all. If you know who Basil Fawlty is, I think Jonah is the Basil Fawlty of the Bible. Hilarious 
in a very cringeworthy sort of way. 
 The final point I want to pull out of this text for us today comes from the very last thing God 
says in the story, that the people of Nineveh “don’t know their right hand from their left.” This 
might be going out on a limb, but I think it goes to the nature of the evil we human beings so often 
do to one another, that a lot of the time we are oblivious to the evil we participate in. The journalist 
and political philosopher Hannah Arendt discovered this about the Nazis. Many of those who 
enabled the truly diabolical leaders of the movement were good, upstanding German citizens – well-
mannered, well-behaved, and patriotic. They were able to ignore or rationalize or distance 
themselves from the great evil that they were collectively, as a nation, inflicting on others. I think 
structural racism is a similar kind of thing for us in this country, an evil that we all participate in and 
that we go to great lengths to ignore or rationalize or distance ourselves from. It’s a phenomenon 
that is playing out right in front of our eyes, whether we choose to look or not, one that is calling out 
for our repentance. 
 So, it turns out that we are both Jonah and the Ninevites, if we hear the Jonah story as it was 
meant to be heard. And the bad news of God’s mercy on our enemies turns out to be very good 
news indeed when we are exposed as that enemy. In Jesus Christ, God takes our evil and its terrible 
consequences upon himself. This, and only this, is what makes repentance possible. Without it our 
only option is to continue to deny and deflect, because to own our sin would be unthinkable. It 
would be an admission that we are doomed. But in Jesus God opens a way forward where there was 
no way before. That is incredibly good news. 
 The end of Jonah is a question that God asks Jonah. And we don’t get Jonah’s response. 
We’re left hanging. And that is because the question is really for us. “Should I not have mercy?” 
Live with that question, people of God. Live with it in the light of God’s promise of love and 
forgiveness for you. Because by the grace of God, that question and that promise can change your 
life. May it be so. And may the peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep our hearts and 
minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 


