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June 9, 2013 

Jonah 1:1-17     Jonah: God is With Us When We Go The Wrong Way 

 

Everything around Jonah told him he had made a bad decision. From the 

waves swamping the boat to the wind tearing at the sails to the rain 

lashing and the boards cracking and the sailors shouting. Jonah knew he 

had made a bad decision. 

It had been a bad decision to get on that boat to Tarshish. It had been a 

bad decision to run away from God. Jonah knew that now. But at the 

time, it seemed sensible. Jonah didn’t want to go to Nineveh. .He didn’t 

want to call the Ninevites to repent of their great wickedness. He didn’t 

want to go try to convince them to change their ways even though God 

had commanded him to do so. So Jonah decided that he wouldn’t go. 

Instead, he decided to go the opposite way and do the opposite of what 

God wanted. But now in the middle of a storm, in the middle of a 

sinking ship, Jonah knew that had been a bad decision. 

Jonah had chosen to disobey God. Instead of going to Nineveh, he went 

the wrong way. But Jonah thought he had a good reason for doing so. 

Nineveh was a place that he should never, ever have to set foot. It was 
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the home of his worst enemies, the Assyrians. These were the people 

who had sent their armies into Israel and destroyed everything. They had 

burned down villages and killed family and friends. The Assyrians had 

ruined his country and caused untold hurt and pain. The Assyrians were 

evil and Nineveh was evil’s hometown. Just saying the word Nineveh 

sent chills down Jonah’s spine. And now God wanted Jonah to go to 

there and call those wicked people to repent. No way. No how. 

Anywhere else would have been fine. Anywhere else and Jonah would 

have gone. But not Nineveh. 

Nineveh was the enemy. It was Moscow during the Cold War. Or Berlin 

during WWII. Or Baghdad, Iraq or Kabul, Afghanistan, the Yum Center 

in Louisville, if you will. Think of Nineveh as the home of Your enemy. 

The enemy that has hurt You. The enemy that has ruined Your life. Who 

is that enemy for you? Where is your Nineveh? Where would you refuse 

to go, even if God asked you? Now imagine that that’s where God wants 

you to go. Imagine God wants you to go preach God’s word and call for 

repentance and ask them to give up their wickedness. Imagine how your 
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enemy would respond. Now imagine if you were Jonah, what would you 

choose to do? 

Jonah chose not to go to Nineveh. He hated Nineveh. He despised 

Nineveh. Nineveh was his enemy. He had no reason to want to go. If 

they were going to be destroyed by their own wickedness, then so be it. 

Jonah didn’t care about his enemy. He didn’t care if they repented. He 

didn’t care if they changed. In fact, he would prefer it if they didn’t so 

they could get what was coming to them. So Jonah decided that God 

must be crazy and God’s reasons, whatever they were, could not be good 

enough to convince him. So he decided that he knew better. He decided 

to say no. He decided that Nineveh was not for him.  

But Jonah knew God. Jonah knew that God would not leave him alone. 

God would want to know why Jonah was not doing as he was 

commanded, so Jonah decided he would hide from God. And he would 

hide from this horrible assignment. He would go to the farthest town, to 

the ends of the earth. He would get himself to the most God-forsaken 

place he could think of. Tarshish was just the place. There he could hide 

and avoid everything. He could avoid visiting his enemies. He could 
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avoid calling them to repent. He could avoid this thing God wanted him 

to do. He could just run away and hide. 

Have you ever tried to do that? Have you ever run away from your 

problems? Have you ever tried to side-step conflict or hide from a 

challenge? Have you ever found yourself avoiding a difficult but 

necessary thing that God wants you to do, a thing that God wants you to 

face in order to grow? Have you ever run away? Have you ever decided 

to go the wrong way instead of God’s way? 

There are lots of reasons that, like Jonah, we might decide to run. We 

might disobey God because we can’t go there. We can’t go where God 

wants us to go because we know our enemy is there. And we don’t have 

the strength to go. We are too angry. We are too hurt. We can’t offer the 

grace God gives. What they said or did wounded us too much. We are 

scared of what might happen. We are scared that we could get hurt 

again. We are scared of what we could lose again. There are lots of good 

reasons for us to run away rather than go to Nineveh. 

But fortunately, our choices don’t determine God’s actions. Fortunately, 

God’s action in the world is not dependent on us being good and 
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faithful. It’s about God being good and faithful. In Jonah, we see yet 

again that our faith is about God at work in us and around us and many 

times it’s in spite of us. In spite of us, God chooses to reach out to our 

enemies. In spite of us, God chooses to work for reconciliation and 

forgiveness. In spite of us and our fear and our fraility, God chooses to 

use us. And God chooses never to leave us even when we choose to run 

away and hide. God is determined to be with us even if we go to 

Tarshish or Antarctica or the mountains of Idaho. 

Where can I go from your spirit? Or where can I flee from your 

presence? That’s what the Psalmist says in Psalm 139, If I ascend to 

heaven, you are there; if I make my bed in the depths of hell, you are 

there. This psalm reminds us that there is no place that God is not. There 

is no place we can avoid facing life. There is no place we can avoid 

facing our failures. There is no place that God is not and there is nothing 

that will not come to light. 

Even though Jonah runs away, God is still with him. Even though Jonah 

made a bad decision and goes the wrong way, God is still with him. God 

will not leave Jonah alone. Because God knows Jonah can do something 
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more; God knows he can be something more. God needs Jonah to do 

what he was made to do. He needs him to be a man of God. He needs 

him to face his enemy and forgive. Jonah’s name means ‘dove’ and the 

dove is the symbol of the people of Israel. This story of Jonah is a 

message for all of God’s people. Even though like Jonah, Israel is afraid 

and disobedient, God still means to use them. God still wants them to be 

the light to the nations. God wants Israel to be the witness that God’s 

mercy is for all. God’s forgiveness is for all. God’s love is for all. Even 

for our enemy. 

God is still with Jonah. Even when he is thrown overboard into the 

raging waters of the ocean. God is with Jonah and he sends a fish to 

swallow him. God is with him in the fish guts in the depths of the sea, 

rescuing him, saving him. And God is with us. In those deep dark places. 

In the pit we’ve dug for ourselves. In the rut we’ve gotten into. In that 

hole we’ve found ourselves in after trying to run away. Shut up in a 

prison. Or a hospital room. Facing the yawning darkness of the grave. 

Even if our own bad decisions have gotten us there, there is no place that 

God is not. God never stops finding us and giving us another chance. 
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God never stops being with us. And after three days in the fish, Jonah 

gets to start again. He is reborn. He is resurrected. He is spit out of that 

fish on dry land and given another chance. 

This time, Jonah chooses to go to Nineveh. He chooses to do what God 

asks, but, let’s be clear: Jonah’s heart really hasn’t changed. And that’s 

what I like about the story of Jonah. Jonah is still Jonah even after his 

near-death experience. He still doesn’t much care for the people of 

Nineveh. He still doesn’t want to go. We can tell in his half-hearted 

efforts. Jonah goes to Nineveh and proclaims God’s message: “Forty 

days more and Nineveh shall be overthrown.” In Hebrew it’s five words. 

And it seems that that’s all Jonah says. Just those five words.  And he 

doesn’t seem to say them more than once. He walks into the city one 

day’s journey. The city was three days across. So Jonah kind of gets into 

the suburbs there and says five words. That’s it. He doesn’t make several 

stops throughout the city. He doesn’t hold a big tent revival. He doesn’t 

try to meet with the leaders of Nineveh. He just walks into the suburbs, 

says the five words that God asked him to say and then he leaves. 

“There, God, I did what you wanted. Are you happy now?” Jonah is still 
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Jonah. These are still his enemies. And he still has a hard time with the 

fact that God wants to call them to repent so they can be forgiven. 

Jonah is still Jonah. But even so, what he does works. In spite of his 

foot-dragging. In spite of his lackluster performance, the mission is a 

success. After hearing just five words, the whole city of Nineveh 

repents. All the people, from the king to the servants to the animals put 

on sackcloth and cover themselves with ashes and they repent. The 

whole city cries mightily to God, that God may relent and turn from 

God’s fierce anger. The people who Jonah thought would never in a 

million years care about the Lord God, are struck to the heart and they 

decide to change. And God forgives them. Because God’s forgiveness 

extends to our enemies whether we like it or not. Because there is no 

place that God is not. 

This, of course, is not what Jonah wants to hear. Jonah wanted 

destruction for Nineveh, his enemy. Jonah wanted punishment. Jonah 

wanted a God of vengeance and retribution, not a God of grace and 

forgiveness. Jonah is still Jonah and he is still angry and hurt and afraid. 

And now he is hurt and angry with God. “I knew it! Jonah says. “I knew 
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this would happen! I knew you would forgive the people of Nineveh if 

they asked and that’s why I ran away to Tarshish in the first place! I 

knew you were a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger, and 

abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing.” 

Merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, those qualities 

are things we love about God. Gracious, forgiving, ready to relent from 

punishing. What a wonderful God to serve. But not if you are Jonah.  

Jonah does not want that kind God. At the end of the story he says: ‘And 

now, O Lord, please take my life from me, for it is better for me to die 

than to live.’ Jonah is still Jonah. Even though Jonah knows about 

second chances. Even though Jonah knows about needing forgiveness. 

Jonah is still Jonah. From where he is, he can’t see past his hurt and 

anger.  God says to Jonah, “Should I not be concerned about Nineveh, 

that great city, in which there are more than a hundred and twenty 

thousand people who do not know their right hand from their left, and 

also many animals?’ Jonah? Jonah? Shouldn’t I? But we never hear 

Jonah’s response. Because that’s where the story ends, with Jonah 

pouting at the edge of Nineveh and God right there with him. 
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We don’t know what happened to Jonah. We don’t know if he ever 

changed his attitude. We don’t know if he ever felt proud of saving the 

Ninevites from destruction. All we know is that at the end of the story, 

we know that God never stops being with us. God never stops being the 

God who wants to forgive. God never stops being the God who wants to 

reconcile. God never stops wanting to be with us, even when we make 

bad choices. Even when we run away. Even when we are filled with 

anger and fear and we screw up and we need chance after chance after 

chance to try again to be the person God made us to be. God is always 

with us. Gracious and merciful, abounding in steadfast love, calling us to 

forgive as we are forgiven. God is with us. No matter where we go, or 

where we try to hide, there is no place that God is not. Because God is 

for us. And God is with us. 


