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Biblical author C.H. Cornill said that he read the book of Jonah at least a hundred 
times, and he would publicly avow, since he was not ashamed of his weakness, that 
even then he could not read it or even speak of it without tears rising to his eyes and 
his pulse beating faster; because this book is one of the deepest and grandest ever 
written, and he would say to anyone approaching it, “Take off your shoes, for the 
ground whereon thou standest is holy ground.” 
 
The book of Jonah is a wonderful piece of literature and filled with robust theology.  
In just four chapters, we are exposed to the range of human behaviors and the 
marvels of God’s responses, along with humor, tragedy, poetry, and prayer.   
 
When I started seminary, I was unsure that I was going to become a pastor but I was 
sure that if I did become a pastor it would not be the kind of pastor who did much, if 
any preaching.  Yet in order to graduate, I needed to take two speech classes and 
two preaching classes.  During the first semester I took a speech class that I did not 
enjoy and did not go particularly well.   For my second speech class there was an 
opportunity to earn your credits by participating in a seminary play.  I hadn’t been 
in a play since preschool but I figured it had to be easier than more torture of 
reading scripture and poetry in front of my classmates and video cameras for 
scrutiny in another semester of speech class.  So I signed up for the play – the play 
was the story of Jonah.  We had to audition and I was cast as sailor number 4.  The 
sailor roles were reserved for the particularly inept among us.  I had twelve words 
to say and I also had to hold onto a rope and pretend I was battling waves during 
one scene.  It was totally embarrassing but still easier than taking another speech 
class.  In this play, I learned nothing about acting, very little about public speaking, 
but I did come to really love the book of Jonah.   
 
Jonah is the disgruntled prophet.  Jonah is the prodigal.  Jonah is the effective 
preacher.  Jonah is the complicated and unresolved anti-hero of this book.   
 
Here is how the story goes: 
 
Scene 1: God calls Jonah to go and preach to the wicked city of Nineveh.  Jonah hates 
the city of Nineveh; it is the city of his enemies, and he would rather go anywhere 
else.  So Jonah boards a ship in the opposite direction heading to Tarshish. 
 
Scene 2: God causes a massive storm to rock the ship.  All the sailors pray to their 
gods while Jonah sleeps.  When he wakes up he realizes God is really angry that he is 
going in the wrong direction.  Jonah knows the only way to stop the storm and save 
the sailors is if they throw him overboard.  Reluctantly they do.  The storm stops and 
Jonah is saved when a giant fish swallows him.  Then Jonah from inside the fish 
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prays the most beautiful prayer about God’s goodness and grace and the fish spits 
him out. 
 
Scene 3: God again asks Jonah to go to Nineveh and preach so they will repent.  So 
Jonah goes to Nineveh and preaches, against his will, an eight-word sermon that 
reads, “Forty days more, and Nineveh shall be overthrown.”  Then the whole city, 
repents, fasts, and changes their ways.  God saves the people of Nineveh. 
 
Scene 4: Jonah gets angry that God has been kind and merciful to the people in 
Nineveh.  God teaches Jonah a lesson using a bush, a worm, and the wind.  Then God 
tells Jonah he has no right to be angry that Nineveh was saved.  God saved them just 
like God saved Jonah when he was drowning in the sea. 
 
The end.   
 
The story ends without resolution.  It is one of those stories where it begs for a 
sequel.  It is totally unclear if Jonah had a change of heart and went on to become a 
great preacher or stayed there as a bitter beach bum for the rest of his days.  But 
that wasn’t the point.  This book is a parable with lessons very similar to those Jesus 
told, like the parable with the vineyard workers who grumbled about the master 
paying them the same as those who hadn’t worked as long.  Or the parable of the 
prodigal son returning to a grand feast with the fattened calf only to have his toe-
the-line brother grumble.  In each of the three stories we see the stark contrast 
between our human nature and God’s expansive grace.  I think the writer of this 
book wants us to cast ourselves as the Jonah character in this story.  We have been 
given the lead role in this narrative and it causes us to reflect on our own 
grumblings, our own resistance to God, and our own judgment of others.  
Unfortunately we all have some of Jonah within us.   
 
One commentator called this the ‘Jonah syndrome’.  This syndrome causes us to see 
God’s mercy to others as unfair yet we fail to see how the same mercy has been 
dispensed to us.  Where we would prefer to see the ‘wicked people’ suffer the wrath 
of God yet we are happy to receive God’s grace in response to our sins and shortfalls.  
It is an ugly side of human nature where we calculate, we compare, we judge, we 
withhold mercy, we set ourselves apart, we do not wish the best for others, and we 
do not love one another as we love ourselves. 
 
There is a pastor in my preaching group that told the story of a congregant at the 
church door after the service railing against him praying for their enemies during 
the prayers of the people.  We are not so good at this side of Jesus’ teaching – love 
your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.  Jonah would rather run in the 
other direction than do any such thing and it doesn’t make Jonah look very mature 
or compassionate.  But Jonah’s actions contrasted with God’s actions makes God all 
the more grand, benevolent, and merciful.   
 



 3 

God knows Jonah doesn’t deserve a second chance yet gives it to him anyway.  God 
knows Nineveh has been corrupt and faithless yet he wishes to save them.  God 
knows the prodigal son has wasted precious gifts and yet God wants to celebrate his 
return.  God knows how sinful we are and yet God is as Jonah says, “gracious, 
merciful, slower to anger, abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent from 
punishing.” 
 
Nineveh wasn’t the real antagonist in this story.  It was Jonah.  Jonah knew about 
God’s grace, had experienced God’s grace personally, and yet still he was not 
compelled to extend that grace to others.  There is some spiritual insight there that 
the reception of grace does not always lead to conversion of heart.  But God cares 
about the heart – God wants us to let go of those vices of envy, of prejudice, of mal 
intent towards others and fill our hearts with virtues of gratitude, of humility, of 
good will towards others.  It is unfair and unchristian for us to begrudge God’s 
kindness towards anyone, for in doing so we begrudge God for being God.   
 
For some people extending grace and mercy come easier than for others.  But the 
Jonah’s among us and must work harder at these things.   

We must work harder at praying for our enemies.   
At loving those who are hard to love.   
At wishing the best for all people.   
At extending forgiveness when we are wronged.   
At being generous with people who cannot return the favor.   
At looking for the good in people.   
At stopping to be so much like Jonah and trying to be a bit more like God.   
 

The London Daily Mail asked its readers to write in and tell what they thought was 
wrong with the world.  Chesterton wrote a famously brief response – “Dear Sir, I am.  
Yours Sincerely.”  God is not the problem.  God is grace and mercy through and 
through.  We are the problem – when we refuse to accept that grace, run from that 
grace, withhold that grace, belittle that grace, or abuse that grace.   
 
God wants the best for us.  God wants the best for others.  God rejoices over one lost 
sheep that is found – that is just how God’s mind and heart works.  Our hearts must 
grow in order to make room for such love, such celebration, and such generosity of 
spirit.  Jonah’s story ended with a question, as an unresolved story of a life of faith – 
its ending is up to each of us.  Read this story from beginning to end, see yourself 
within it, recognize your own hardness of heart, and then repent, change, and turn 
towards God grace once more.  With God, it is never too late to change and we hope 
Jonah did so in the end. 
 
Amen.    
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