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Jonah 3:1-5, 10 

DO WE REALLY CARE ABOUT THE SALVATION OF ALL PEOPLE? 

 

INI  

 I don’t like North Korea.  I wouldn’t want to live there.  I wouldn’t want to visit there.  Their leader is a real nut 

job.  He is a dictator who keeps his people isolated from the rest of the world.  There is no freedom there.  He has no 

love for the United States and keeps on threatening nuclear war.  I don’t like Iran either.  It may have one time been the 

cradle of civilization, but you can hardly call the people there today civilized.  There is no freedom there.  Women are 

oppressed and can be beaten by their husbands.  Christianity is forbidden, and Christians are persecuted. 

 

 President Trump recently came under criticism for calling certain countries a name that can’t be said in the 

pulpit.  I don’t know if he used those exact words, but he really didn’t mean “paradise.”  There are many countries 

where there is no freedom for the people, poverty and disease are rampant, raw sewage runs through the streets, and 

only those who are in government positions are rich.  I have no desire to visit any of those countries.  I’m very happy just 

where I am. 

 

 The prophet Jonah would certainly agree with that philosophy.  We can say that with certainty because this 

morning we are studying his story.  Most people when they hear of the prophet Jonah think of a great fish.  That is part 

of the story, but there is more, much more.  Jonah is a story of attitudes: the prophet’s attitude, the Ninevites’ attitude 

and finally, God’s attitude.  We have to study the story and see how it affects our attitude.  DO WE REALLY CARE ABOUT 

THE SALVATION OF ALL PEOPLE? 

 

 Jonah was a prophet of Israel who lived about 2800 years ago.  God came to Jonah with a message: “Go to the 

great city of Nineveh and preach against it, because its wickedness has come up before me.”  Nineveh was one of the 

most prominent cities of the world.  It was founded by Noah’s great-grandson Nimrod shortly after the Flood.  It was the 

capital of Assyria, modern day Iraq.  To say that the people were not nice was an understatement.  Talk about human 

rights!  There really weren’t any.  The people were known for violence and cruelty.  The prophet Nahum describes 

Nineveh as “the city of blood, full of lies,” where people stumbled over corpses without number piled up in the streets.  

Kings who were defeated were led away in chains with fishhooks in their nose.   The city of Nineveh and the nation of 

Assyria were certainly a threat to God’s people of Israel. 

 

 Why would the LORD want his prophet to go there?  Why would God have anything to do with a people like 

that.  They didn’t worship him.  They had their own gods who demanded human sacrifice.  Jonah knew, humanly 

thinking, that his life wouldn’t be worth a plugged nickel.   The people of Nineveh would probably seize him, torture him, 

and kill him.  He wanted no part of that deal! 

 

 And yet, this was the LORD, the God of free and faithful grace, the God who does not treat us as we deserve, but 

forgives, iniquity, transgressions and sins.  Could it be that God would forgive the people of Nineveh if they repented?  

Could it be that God wanted to save these bloodthirsty barbarians?  To Jonah, that was unthinkable!  Jonah was one 

who believed that God’s grace and favor was reserved for the nation of Israel alone.  In his mind, his people deserved 

God’s love, even if they were guilty of idolatry and sexual immorality.  Israel may have been bad, but Assyria?  They were 

much worse! 



 

 Jonah was going to show God who was the boss, so Jonah hops on a ship going in the opposite direction.  There 

was no way that he could get to Nineveh if he was going in the opposite direction.  Or so he thought.  But the LORD 

caused a violent storm to come up that threatened to destroy the ship.  The sailors realized that this happened because 

of Jonah, so they would throw him overboard.  Jonah would then be swallowed by a large fish. 

 

 It really doesn’t matter what kind of fish it was or how Jonah could have survived being in the belly of that fish 

for three days and three nights.  This is the God who created the universe in six days.  He is the one who parted the 

waters of the Red Sea and took the prophet Elijah directly into heaven by a whirlwind.  God can do anything because he 

is God! 

 

 After three days, Jonah is spit out on land.   He is back where he started.  During his ordeal Jonah prayed to the 

LORD.  The LORD heard his prayer.  Jonah realized his sin.  He was now given a second chance.  Whatever the LORD 

asked of him, he would do. 

 

 And so, God would call his prophet a second time.  “Go to the great city of Nineveh and proclaim to it the 

message I give you.”  Isn’t that something.  God gives sinful human beings second chances.  His love and forgiveness are 

wonderful. Peter would know that love as Jesus would reinstate him as an apostle even after Peter denied him three 

times.  The other apostles would know that love as Jesus would send them out as his witnesses even thought they had 

all run away when Jesus was arrested. Paul would know that love as Jesus called him to be his apostle to the Gentiles, 

even after Paul had been a persecutor of the church.  And God’s pastors today know that love.  None of us deserves to 

be God’s messenger.  We know our sins of thought, words, and actions.  We do not deserve to stand in the pulpit, but 

God forgives our sins through the blood of his Son Jesus Christ.  He gives us his message to preach and promises that he 

will bless it. 

 

 Jonah would have a long time to think about his message and his actions.  It was a 600-mile journey to Nineveh 

by foot, a journey that would take him a month to get there.  Jonah would obey the Lord and preach a message, a 

message that came from God himself: “Forty more days and Nineveh will be destroyed!” 

 

 Nineveh was a very large city.  It took three days to go through it.  Now these words could mean the city itself or 

they could mean greater Nineveh.  Just as we have the city of Detroit, we often speak of the Greater Detroit area which 

includes cities like Livonia, Westland, Garden City, Farmington Hills, Birmingham, Bloomfield Hills, Grosse Point, St. Claire 

Shores, even Pontiac. We could be speaking of the circumference of the city or the diameter.  It really doesn’t matter 

because we are talking about half a million people here. 

 

 Jonah would preach his message.  It was a message of law.  God would destroy the city in forty more days.  The 

Ninevites would have to be afraid. Perhaps the word had filtered in about Jonah’s encounter with the large fish.  

Perhaps the Ninevites had heard about some of the other things that God had done for his people in Israel.  But was this 

message all law?  If God had truly determined to destroy the city, why was it given forty days?  Perhaps there was still 

hope for the people.  They could change.  They could repent of their sin and turn to the Lord.  Perhaps they could be 

beneficiaries of the Lord’s love and mercy. 

 

 And Jonah’s preaching would have its effect!  “The Ninevites believed God.  They declared a fast and all of them, 

from the greatest to the least, put on sackcloth.”  We don’t know how many times Jonah preached his message, nor do 

we know in how many places he preached it.  We do know that the Word had its desired effect.  Rather than meeting 

with anger or apathy, the people wanted to hear what Jonah had to say.  I’m sure that his full message was much longer.  



He would tell of God’s gracious acts.  He would tell about God’s justice and he would tell of God’s love, his mercy, and 

his grace. 

 

 There are a lot of miracles in this short little book, a book that can be read in a matter of minutes.  This is the 

greatest one.  The people of the city believed God and repented of their sin.  God had given Nineveh forty days, but the 

city did not need that long to respond.  Entirely on their own, the people of the city declared a fast.  They would go 

without eating.  They would put on sackcloth symbolizing their sorrow for their sin. 

 

 It wasn’t merely the common people of the city who did this.  When word reached the king of Nineveh, he took 

off his royal robes and put on sackcloth himself and sat down not upon his royal throne, but rather in the dust.  He then 

issued a city-wide decree.   “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.”  The king 

realized that he and his people were guilty.  Not only were they guilty of sin in a general sense as all of us are, but he 

realized specific sins of evil and violence, sins that marked the Assyrian people.  “Who knows?” is an expression of hope.  

If the God of Israel truly does forgive sin, then he may forgive us.  He may relent and not destroy our city. 

 

 We speak a lot about repentance.  Repentance is both turning away from sin and turning toward God.  It is 

something that only God can bring about in our lives.  Only the Holy Spirit can create faith.  The Holy Spirit did work this 

miracle in Nineveh.  God recognized the fruits of their repentance.  God had compassion on the city and did not destroy 

it.   

 

 The nation of Assyria would ultimately be the tool of judgment that God would use upon his own people of 

Israel some sixty years later.  Unfortunately, the nation of Israel would not believe God’s prophets.  They did not repent 

of their sins against God and their fellow men and they were carried away by the Assyrians, never to return. 

 

 In this Epiphany season we see that God’s love and salvation are for all people.  Our Lord Jesus was the Lamb of 

God who would take away the sin of the world.  There are many people in the world.  They may not look like us.  They 

may not dress like us.  They may not speak like us.  They may have their own customs and their own ways of doing 

things.  They might even be outwardly hostile to Christianity, but God wants all to be saved and to come to the 

knowledge of the truth. 

 

 God continues to open doors throughout the world.  China is outwardly hostile to Christianity, but allows 

Americans to teach English as a second language with the Bible as a textbook.  Many Chinese people have come to know 

Christ as their Savior.  Many of our students at Martin Luther College have chose to forego a couple of years of teaching 

here in the United States in order to teach Christ in China.  There are cracks in places like Iran and Iraq where many 

people are hearing the truth and becoming Christians.  There are many places where we might not want to live, but the 

people need to hear about Jesus.  The opportunities are there.  These people need our prayers.  They need our offerings 

so that we can send missionaries.  God can do amazing things and he will continue to do them.  Do we really care about 

the salvation of all people? Let’s pray and put our money where our mouth is!  AMEN. 

 

  

  


