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Scripture: Jonah 3:1-6

1 Now the word of the LORD came to Jonah the second time, saying, 2 “Arise, go to Nineveh,
that great city, and preach to it the message that I tell you.” 3 So Jonah arose and went to
Nineveh, according to the word of the Lorp. Now Nineveh was an exceedingly great city, a
three-day journey in extent. 4 And Jonah began to enter the city on the first day’s walk. Then
he cried out and said, “Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!” 5 So the people of
Nineveh believed God, proclaimed a fast, and put on sackcloth, from the greatest to the least
of them. 6 Then word came to the king of Nineveh; and he arose from his throne and laid
aside his robe, covered himself with sackcloth and sat in ashes.
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Review chapter 2

Last time we looked at chapter 2. The rebellious and disobedient prophet Jonah had tried to flee
from God. Whilst on a ship sailing for Tarshish God had sent a fierce storm. The sailors onboard the
ship did all they could to weather the storm but it was to no avail. Jonah knew that the only way the
seas would become calm again was if he was to be thrown overboard. The sailors were reluctant to
throw a prophet of God over the side but in the end they had no choice. Jonah was thrown into the
churning waves. As he sank down through the water Jonah believed that his life would soon be
over. God however had other plans. He had prepared a mighty fish that would come and swallow
the prophet. Saved from a horrendous death by drowning Jonah found himself “safe” inside the
belly of the fish. It is here, during his stay of 3 days and 3 nights that he offers a prayer to God.

His prayer as we said last time is in the form of a highly structured psalm of thanksgiving. We also
pointed out last time just how dependent Jonah was on the psalms to shape and inform his thoughts.
Every word in the text of Jonah's prayer is taken from the psalms. Some of it is paraphrased, some
summarized and some is word for word.

God heard Jonah's prayer and responded.

He commanded the fish to vomit Jonah onto dry land. That's an interesting way for the Lord to
deliver His prophet to safety. God could have got Jonah to safety in any number of ways, but he
chose to have the fish vomit him out. There is something interesting going on here. I'm going to
read from Leviticus chapter 18.

24 ‘Do not defile yourselves with any of these things; for by all these the nations are defiled,
which I am casting out before you. 25 For the land is defiled; therefore I visit the punishment
of its iniquity upon it, and the land vomits out its inhabitants. (Lev 18:24-25)
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We get here another reference to being “vomited out.” What God is telling the people of Israel is if
they do not follow and obey Him He will vomit them out of the land. Jonah had prayed what we
might say was a “good prayer” but it lacked something. It was missing the most essential
component necessary. It lacked him confessing his sin and begging God for forgiveness. That was
why he was vomited onto the land. We pick up the story with Jonah safely on dry land.
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Overview chapter 3
Let us look at an overview of chapter 3. We can divide the chapter into three parts.
34 e AR AEU o] FE A BEOE i 5 gLtk

1 | God calls Jonah again. Verses 1-4
Jonah travels to Nineveh and preaches
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2 | The people of Nineveh accept Jonah's word and repent Verses 5-9
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3 God relents Verse 10
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1 God calls Jonah again. Jonah travels to Nineveh and preaches

Chapter 3 begins in exactly the same way chapter 1 began. The Word of the Lord again came to
Jonah. God in His grace and mercy was giving the disobedient prophet a second chance to obey.
Sometimes God gives us a second chance to complete our assigned missions. He is however under
no obligation to do so. He may very well give the task he assigned to us to someone else. Lucky
Jonah is given a chance to show that he had learned from his mistake. He is to go to Nineveh and
then God will tell Him what to say. Unlike in chapter one he arises and sets off in the direction of
Nineveh. We do not know exactly where the fish spat him out but it was about 550 miles from Israel
to Nineveh.

We are told in verse 3 that Nineveh was an exceedingly great city. We are also given the interesting
detail that it was a three-day journey in extent. There is considerable confusion about what
exactly is meant here. The Hebrew literally means “a distance of three days.” The NIV says it took
three days to go through it. The NASB says it was a three-day walk. Given that a healthy person can
walk at least 20 miles a day this would make it a very large city. Archaeological excavations have
shown that the walled city of Nineveh was about 8 miles in circumference. Some critics of the bible
have used this fact to attack the historical accuracy of the book. How they say could a city only
eight miles wide be a three-day journey? Well to answer this we need to look at two verses in
Genesis.

11 From that land he went to Assyria and built Nineveh, Rehoboth, Calah, 12 and Resen
between Nineveh and Calah (that is the principal city). (Genesis 10:11-12)

What these verses are telling us is that Nineveh was not confined to its city walls. It was in fact a
conglomeration of 4 cities (Rehoboth, Calah, and Resen) all coming under the umbrella of Nineveh.
This means it covered a far larger area of approximately 40 miles. As a modern example today we
might look at Suwon. The central part of Suwon comprises the old walled city. You can walk around
the fortress walls which measure about 5 km. However the greater city of Suwon covers all the
modern areas now surrounding the old city. You would need to walk a lot farther than 5 km to walk
around Suwon today!

We pick up the story with Jonah arriving in the city of Nineveh. The traditional view, the one I hold
is that after Jonah arrived at the edge of the city, he proceeded into it and began announcing his
message during his first day there. As we said this was a large geographic area and it would have
taken a considerable amount of time and effort to deliver his message in every place. Fortunately
his message is short and concise. In English, it is recorded in eight words, “Yet forty days, and
Nineveh shall be overthrown!” In Hebrew, it is even shorter. Just five words. The word translated as
“overthrown” in our English bibles is the Hebrew hdphak (haw-vak'). It could mean destroyed as
was the case with Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen 19:25) or it could be used to mean conquered
militarily (2 Sam 10:3). It also had another interesting meaning which I will talk about later.

We should note that Jonah does not give them any reason for this coming overthrow or that they can
prevent it by repenting and turning to God. This stands in stark contrast to the other OT prophets
who always combined their message of future woe with a call to repentance. I think in this we get a
glimpse of Jonah's true heart. He relished telling them they would be overthrown, but he did not
really want the people of Nineveh to be saved. Let's see how the people of Nineveh responded to
Jonah's message.
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2 The people of Nineveh accept Jonah's word and repent

The people of Nineveh have received God's message. In forty days they are to be overturned or
destroyed. But here we see something very interesting. The word haphak could mean destruction or
overthrow, but it also had another subtle meaning. It could mean to be “transformed or changed.”
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We see it used this way in Exodus 7:15. Here God changed (haphak) Moses's staff into a snake. So
Jonah went into the city telling them they were about to be overthrown (haphak). But in fact they
were about to be changed (haphak) through God's power for the good. Jonah's message was;
“You're all about to die,” but what they heard was, “God will show you mercy if you repent.” How
amazing God is. The transformation of the people is dramatic. The writer tells us that, The people of
Nineveh believed God, proclaimed a fast, and put on sackcloth, from the greatest to the least of
them. It is such an extreme response that many skeptics have doubted the account. Ultimately I
believe that what happened was that the power of God through the person of the Holy Spirit moved
over the people and changed their stubborn rebellious hearts.

However there are some other interesting things that had occurred in and around Nineveh that God
may have used to sway their thinking. In the years prior to the arrival of Jonah Nineveh had
suffered some serious disasters. There had been two plagues, a severe flood and a long famine in the
years 765-759 BC. There had also been a total eclipse of the sun on June 15th 763 BC. In the
ancient world such things were seen as bad or ominous omens. They indicated that the gods were
not happy with their subjects. Did this help convince the people that Jonah was telling them the
truth? The bible does not tell us but it's a possibility.

Also we might think about Jonah himself. Do you remember me telling you the story of the whaler
James Bartley who was swallowed by a whale and later found alive. The experience left him
bleached white from the whale's stomach acids. Perhaps the same thing occurred to Jonah. Imagine
a strange bleached man arriving in your city and saying he spoke a message from God. You might
not be convinced but there is something else we need to know about the Ninevites.

The people of Nineveh who were Assyrians worshipped the god Dagon. He was considered to be
the father of Baal and a god of fertility. His name sounds like "fish" and he was often depicted as a
half-man, half-fish being. Today we would describe him as a merman. They believed in a god who
lived in the sea and this was where the strange Jonah had come from. Perhaps the people of
Nineveh believed that Jonah had been sent by the fish god.

Whatever persuaded them to listen the response was instant and dramatic. They began to fast and
exchanged their clothes for sackcloth. These acts were visible signs of humility in the ancient Near
East (1 Kgs 21:27, Isa 15:3). In fasting and wearing sackcloth the people were recognising their
wickedness and rejecting the comforts and pleasures of life. This attitude of extreme sorrow and
repentance was not limited to the ordinary people of Nineveh. The King of Nineveh also embraced
Jonah's message. There is some disagreement on which king this was but many it was Ashurr-dan

3rd.

We are told he laid aside his royal robes, covered himself with sackcloth and sat in ashes. Many
critics have read this and again doubted that a king in the ancient world would ever do such a thing.
However in the Assyrian world they had a well-established process for dealing with national
emergencies. It was known as the “shar puhi.” What would happen in times of national crisis is that
the king would temporarily step aside and put a substitute king in his place. The thinking was that if
the gods were angry with the nation and decided to kill the king they would not be killing the real
king. In laying aside his robes and stepping down the king was then acting in a consistent way with
Assyrian thinking.

However we should note that there was something true and genuine going on here. The king was
not just going through an external act of showing remorse. The King of Assyria, a pagan was
demonstrating true humility. He took Jonah's message so seriously that he passed a royal decree. It
was not enough that a few repent and show contrition. All the people and even the animals must
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participate in the nationwide fast. Again critics declare that such a decree, including even the
animals seems far-fetched. In fact it was a fairly common practice for the kings of Assyria to call
national fasts in times of crisis. Such decrees frequently included the land and by extension the
animals living on the land. We have archaeological evidence of Ashur Dan 3rd himself passing a
decree following a serious earthquake.

The decree fully expresses the king's heart of humility and repentance. He recognizes that an
external turning away from evil only will not be enough. If God is to spare them a complete
transformation of the heart and their behaviour is required. They are to implore God for His mercy
whilst at the same time demonstrating that they have turned from evil and are orienting themselves
to good. The pagan world-view in the ancient east was that the gods controlled all areas of life.
They believed that the gods demanded justice for humankind and that there was a consequence to
their actions. Their fervent hope and prayer was that God would see their genuine repentance and
turn His righteous anger away from them. God of course is under no obligation to forgive them and
as sovereign over all things He is free to act as He pleases. Let us see what He does.

Yig] AHES shibd o] B2 waSUTh A 9 ool I35 ABE AL Uge
Aolth. zelih o714 S0 S o2 e HE sl Sholep: shol )
W EE AR g 5 QAT E OE v EE guE dEUch 25 A F g AL
A Y S g eh el E ) 2 Zol 7] 15 oA ole Ao ALEE 4G
B o714 shbg e as) Aol Wew vt 1A Qs o &
o7} 5] B Aolehat WA rhakeh. etk APl 15 HE 919 shibdel
20 wo)ote} WakEhte St ARSI Lo HAAE et 2 U
=t & glolthr e JEo] S A “sl s subdo] vsjos A S wF
ek Acl gt Shbd e vkt webe Bol U7k AlE e Maks 24
th AR el ATl shbd e Wi B4 S QXD £ 420 4e A &
22 vk BPUT U S0l w0l A @e B o AEe] 1 AYS o4
BGe AL el gelo] 498 5 Hehe GEAI2 g w149 v}
WEA 7] Zloleta W oh Tejuh Ymsgleh 1 Fuel A shbd e 15l 47
E57) 9 AGHAE S Qe B A ThE SR o] AT, 8w A
57] 8 W Aol Ymals A2he A AU 7194 765-759 Aol T 744 A,

AR Fek 21 71o] MF TR BC 763 64 15 Aol 7H7]d 4 o] AFHT ALt

L

x

N
N

ot

0

A

AA A = 183 Ao i AY 243 Ax= AAXGUT. 252 A&l 159
Akl 7l vh= O}Xl Betes Ae UrE‘rMul%E‘r o] A= a7t :L NA WS Tt

AL ke S AbR Sl Al EIA 1% o =go] HAFU7R A4S el A EehA &
A 23L& 7Hs HO‘HE} ET Fele e ARl s Azhet ?E AF U EHOM]
MAXGIE A A2 A" FﬂWO] Ad 2 vkEg o gk ooy 5 A7F A A 719
U7k 1 Aoz dd e e Hato g Qld kA MGy ofnl: 2
dotS AU FALE] Aol =23 o] 43k e Abgho] sl
of WAIA S TRl el BAA L. A SAlEkA] ek e glARE 947} =9
AbgEol sl dotof & thE Flo] UFUTh S ER] Y9 AR E S T 2SSl
PFUTE 2= vk o Ao ke Ao m AAHFUH 19| o] F2 "‘:’Lﬂ"ﬂa
Sq3 0= 22 aw Bk &2 317 J—xﬂi HAEASFULE 05 -8l 15 Qo & HAL
& AJYHh 258 vhrtel] Ab= AlS WRAAL o] 3ol A 1”51 QU7 AAE U ofat
=9 P%“éfi Su7t Ea7] Ao Bl Abghelgtar WlS AYYrh 2150 A=
7]&ol e E A53 Zlo] Folol & whe-2 S olal A oIdFUHY. 152 545 A

H

T



Jonah —4 Sermon Notes Page 7

2bskal T1Ee] X 2 WO 2 up YTt ol P9 1 ZLEollA] Kol A
£ JA]O“L%E}(S’MF 21:27, Ak 15:3). 52181 HE WS Y02 MAdES 15
9] 40‘6‘" A2 sk ahe] <rebsta A]B“’ AF-PH5UL olg1 st S22 £33 g9
T Y ARSI AN wgkE Aol obdUTh Y9 % Qo] wAIA & WolE
Oﬂ*HE} o] &o] :rlodﬂ of s o o] kAW W AlghEo] ol 2 3 4
Aot 8= 17} GES Wi FH2HE 55 7 A A ol ¢kt Yok B v
THE2 oA S ¢l LEH H] Aol o] 1 A& T 5 AAEA A oA FYT 1Y
L ofaj g o} AAll A 15 = 7) v AR E A Elshr] flek & e s A
ARFYT 152 "AE 1"i dHAFUTE Ido] 59X o] HA] A E H|-aL o)
e FS AF= Aolth 2l 50| I7tel st 48 Fol7|2 AR YT IR G
=olA] &g Aol AT U Fo] £S5 W goA EHd AL o= A7t
I Ay Aoz @EL o 2 ‘F"j/]L 0471011*1 21248kl 22435 do] Ao
iz ok AR e 5 H oh g2 dozut ¥9-2 = FF5 S 3 Ao] ob gy
° UrE}LHJ_ AARFUL 1= 81} w4 1-‘?3‘— n -
FUTH 259 AlgEo] 3)Uletal F 35k
% TEE Ao @2 o Fofs|of gyt ohA] gt
%‘ ol HFUgle AAH Belvka AAFYTt A
A4S FE AL 8 =3 dFoldEsUH. 1
AFUTE 8= o2 o 34
s A A= 13 SAE A A dFU Y FH
3 FTwsl xdsta U I ot A Ao R FolA =
FARO B2 = FokA Stk AL a1 AdFUTE T sl o] s Al vk ehd st

o

A

al

o>~

]
1

0-*N~ - >\1
o

¢

ol
oy C

offl rpx
rlo =) m[o
l

o

9
Ot
£
_>L

ol rf

(o]

D

ot

m{u

o
tt
ol

i o\
rlo He
O
A
§2
%0
I
v
In)

Hy o
g

o oH{
(i
lo
kel
ot

N
[
AV
mr

)

B
Hl
N
L

oft
-3
S
>
rlr
offl
i
o
=4
ot

rlo
N,
rp
|
T
oo

1o o,

o ol

T2

flo o |

ol

tlo

f

[

3 God relents

The biblical text makes it clear that God observed their change. We are told, Then God saw their
works, that they turned from their evil way. What God saw was that their external change came
from an internal decision to think differently about the God of Israel. The people realised that in the
past they had been wicked and wrong and now they wanted to do the right thing. The reality was
that the people of Nineveh demonstrated genuine repentance for their past behaviour.

Eerdmans Bible Dictionary defines repentance as follows; “a complete change of orientation
involving a judgment upon the past and a deliberate redirection for the future.”

The people demonstrate true repentance and God has compassion upon the people of Nineveh. He
did not bring upon them the destruction that Jonah had promised. This didn't make Jonah a liar.
Nineveh finally experienced overthrow in 612 BC about 150 years later. We also should be careful
not to think that because God relented His sovereignty is in any way limited. God gives His creation
a free will. If we choose to repent and obey Him we will be blessed. If we reject Him and refuse to
repent we face certain consequences. This doesn't mean that God is dependent on us but rather that
we always remain dependent upon Him. The key take away here is that God saw their repentant
hearts and extended His grace to them. They deserved punishment and death but instead received
kindness and mercy. What an amazing God we serve. We too, due to our wicked hearts and lives of
disobedience and rebellion deserve punishment and death. And yet because of the sacrifice of our
Lord and saviour Jesus Christ we can receive God's kindness and mercy. When we put our faith in
Christ, confess and repent of our sin God is merciful to us. Amen and Amen.
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Things to think about
I have two things for us to consider from today's passage.

1 The difference between the external and internal

From the outside we would have to say that Jonah obeyed God's call. He went to Nineveh as
commanded and gave them God's message. We know though that his heart was not in it. He said the
right words but his heart remained cold towards the people of Nineveh. Often sadly there is a
disconnect between what we do and our true feelings. For example some people come to church out
of a sense of duty but in their hearts are not rightly motivated to come and worship the Lord. I often
wonder how many so called believers will return to church when the Covid restrictions are relaxed.
The same can be said for evangelism. How half-hearted we frequently are. We might go through the
motions of speaking to people about our faith but our hearts remain cold and unfeeling. In this
respect we are just like Jonah. Let us pray that God melts our uncaring hearts so that we feel as He
does about the lost and needy.
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2 How serious are we about repentance

The King of Nineveh shows us as example of what true humility and repentance looks like.

I think too many Christians are apathetic about sin. I think some may be in danger of thinking that
God is overlooking or not taking their sinning seriously. We would therefore do well to take heed of
Jonah's call and the serious repentance it elicited from the Ninevites. There are serious
consequences of sin. Let us then be serious in confessing and then repenting when we fall.
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