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*Title Slide 
Having spent most of the week in New Mexico, I was working on my 
sermon Friday afternoon, when I received a Facebook message from 
Margie, a friend in Illinois. She knew that I had been traveling and was 
planning to arrive home Friday afternoon, in time to welcome our 
friends, Bill and Jill, who are visiting this weekend. Margie’s message 
said, “I hope you are home safe and sound and awaiting the arrival of 
Bill and Jill. I love you.” I responded by saying, “I am home, working on 
the sermon and looking forward to their arrival. I love you too.” Margie 
messaged back, “It’s Labor Day weekend. Just talk about labor, jobs, 
birth, whatever. Just get it written.” I said, “I can’t do that. I have to 
finish my Jonah sermon series.” Margie wrote back (in all caps), 
“JONAH’S MOTHER LABORED. END OF STORY.” 
 
I wish sermon writing was as easy as Margie thinks it is. And let’s face it, 
there have been plenty of opportunities for the author of this little folk 
tale to end the story. The story began with Jonah, an Israelite, one of 
God’s chosen people, running from his divine call to go to Nineveh to 
“cry out against” the Ninevites; “for their wickedness.” Jonah boarded a 
ship going the other direction and was eventually tossed overboard 
when his shipmates found out the storm that was threatening to 
overtake them was the result of Jonah’s choice to run away from his 
call. As we reflected, that first week, on the ways in which we run from 
that which God has called us to, we left Jonah there in the sea to think 
about what he had done. That could have been the end of Jonah’s 
story.  
 



Instead, we began the following week, as a big fish swallowed him. And 
that wasn’t the end of Jonah’s story either. While in the darkness of the 
fish’s belly, Jonah cried out to God and we were reminded that God is 
present, even in darkness. God heard Jonah’s lament and answered him 
by having the fish spew Jonah out onto the beach where he was given a 
second chance to live into his call. So, he went to the very large city of 
Nineveh which was filled with people who were Israel’s enemies. Once 
there, he walked through the city proclaiming, “Forty days more, and 
Nineveh shall be overthrown!” The people of Nineveh, including the 
king, believed Jonah and repented from their evil ways. Jonah had done 
what he was called to do and, as a result, God changed God’s mind 
about destroying Nineveh. Great news, right? Everyone lived happily 
ever after. The story could have ended there too.  
 
But, no. Everyone was not happy. Jonah was not happy at all. Here is 
the final chapter of his story.  
*4 But this was very displeasing to Jonah, and he became angry. 2 He 
prayed to the Lord and said, “O Lord! Is not this what I said while I was 
still in my own country? That is why I fled to Tarshish at the beginning; 
for I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger, and 
abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing. 3 And 
now, O Lord, please take my life from me, for it is better for me to die 
than to live.” 4 And the Lord said, “Is it right for you to be angry?” 5 Then 
Jonah went out of the city and sat down east of the city, and made a 
booth for himself there. He sat under it in the shade, waiting to see 
what would become of the city. 
6 The Lord God appointed a bush, and made it come up over Jonah, to 
give shade over his head, to save him from his discomfort; so Jonah was 
very happy about the bush. 7 But when dawn came up the next day, 
God appointed a worm that attacked the bush, so that it 
withered. 8 When the sun rose, God prepared a sultry east wind, and 
the sun beat down on the head of Jonah so that he was faint and asked 
that he might die. He said, “It is better for me to die than to live.” 



9 But God said to Jonah, “Is it right for you to be angry about the bush?” 
And he said, “Yes, angry enough to die.” 10 Then the Lord said, “You are 
concerned about the bush, for which you did not labor and which you 
did not grow; it came into being in a night and perished in a 
night. 11 And should I not be concerned about Nineveh, that great city, 
in which there are more than a hundred and twenty thousand persons 
who do not know their right hand from their left, and also many 
animals?” 
 
Now we know why Jonah didn’t want to go to Nineveh. We’ve been 
speculating about that the last few weeks. It turns out, it wasn’t 
because he didn’t want to go into enemy territory or because he was 
afraid that he would be hurt or killed. Not at all. Confronted with his 
astounding success, the Ninevites’ repentance, and God’s about face 
with regard to the Ninevites, Jonah spills it, “I knew that you are a 
gracious God and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast 
love,” he cries, turning the Israelite’s ancient praise of God into a 
complaint.  
 
This part of Jonah’s story reminds me of one of many incidents that 
occurred at a time in my life when I was particularly charming, early 
adolescence. My brother, Scott, and I were constantly at odds. We 
rarely missed an opportunity to annoy one another. Toward the end of 
one particularly difficult summer, when we had spent way too much 
time together, Scott and I were on each other’s last nerve. The way in 
which I chose to irritate Scott was to say things…lots of things…all the 
words. And the words that came out of my mouth, directed at my 
brother, were generally, hateful and rude. Scott’s way of dealing with 
the constant flow of obnoxiousness, was to ignore it as long as he could 
and then, when he was fed up, he would chase me and hit me.  
 
One day, we had been in quite a cycle of me talking, Scott hitting, and 
my mom yelling, “Stop it.” At one point, Scott hit me pretty hard and I 



rushed in to show my mom the mark he left on my arm. She was done 
with our bickering. She said, “You go out and tell your brother he is 
grounded until further notice.” I was delighted. This was great news! I 
went outside and told Scott he was grounded. This was not good news 
to him. He immediately told me he was sorry he had hit me. He said I 
could watch whatever I wanted on TV. I told him it was too late for that. 
He was grounded. When my mom came outside, Scott told her that he 
had apologized and that he would leave me alone. And I said, “And I 
told him it was too late, he’s grounded.” You know what’s next, right? 
She didn’t ground him. She gave him another chance. I was furious and 
said something like, “I knew you weren’t really going to ground him. 
You always do that. I wish I had never been born.” Like Jonah, I wasn’t 
really interested in changed behavior, I was interested in my brother 
being punished. Never mind the fact that I had been pretty obnoxious 
and my mom had chosen to overlook that as well.  
 
And like a melodramatic teenage Kelley Becker, in his story, Jonah 
stomped away, going outside the city to pout. He made himself a little 
place to sit that had some shade and sat there, watching the city. It was 
sunny and hot, though, and God, whom Jonah was still mad at, caused 
a bush to grow to provide shade for our wayward prophet and Jonah 
liked that. It was definitely okay for God to be gracious, merciful, slow 
to anger, and loving toward Jonah as far as Jonah was concerned. But 
then, there was the worm. The worm was sent by God to cause the 
bush to wither so Jonah could feel the heat, both literally and 
metaphorically. 
 
Jonah was furious the worm had destroyed the bush God had grown to 
protect him. Yet, God pointed out that Jonah didn’t care about the 
thousands of people in Nineveh that had been given a death sentence. 
God should care deeply about Jonah’s worm problem, but the Ninevites 
didn’t deserve God’s mercy.  



On the one hand, Jonah liked the fact that God was God-like, whipping 
up a bush to protect him from the sun. On the other hand, he wanted 
God to be a little less God-like and more Jonah-like, limiting the very 
mercy and love that makes God, God.  
 
This tale depicts God as persevering, responsive, and merciful to all 
people. As the story began, it seemed the focus of it was the city of 
Nineveh and the people who lived there, but here at the end we see 
the focus is really the nation of Israel, which is exemplified in the 
postures and responses of Jonah. This story warns God’s people, Israel, 
that it’s “narrow and bitter attitude is a rejection of the God of their 
fathers.” (James D. Smart, “Jonah Introduction and Exegesis,” in 
Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 6, p. 873.) Jonah and all of God’s people 
(including us) are to be light to the nations, rejoicing in our mission, not 
because it benefits us, but because that is our purpose. If the truth in 
this story is that God is a universal, “love without boundaries” God, 
then our call is to be “love without boundaries” people.  
 
This loving without boundaries stuff is hard work. It’s hard to love 
people who seem to us as if they have done all the wrong things, 
especially when we see ourselves as the ones who have done all the 
right things. I imagine Jonah feeling a little bit like the elder son in the 
story of the Lost Son and Forgiving Father in the 15th chapter of the 
Gospel of Luke. The younger son left home and did all the wrong things, 
while the older son stayed home, doing what was expected of him. 
When the younger son returned home, he was broke, he had shamed 
the family. He apologized to his father and his father forgave him. The 
older son was livid. His younger brother deserved his father’s scorn, not 
mercy, certainly not love. The story ends with the father asking his 
older son to come in the house and join the party, celebrating his 
brother’s return. The reader is left wondering whether the brother goes 
in or not.  
 



Jonah’s story is similar in that we are left wondering if Jonah ever gets 
it. Does he ever understand the true depth of God’s love for all people, 
including Jonah himself? Is he ever able to celebrate his own role in 
saving all of those people? Did the Israelites, for whom this story was 
originally intended, ever understand that it was really about them and 
their call, to be “a light to all nations?” 
 
And we are left wondering, how will this story affect us? I would guess 
that most of us are okay with God loving everyone. And in theory, we 
are okay with God being a God of second chances for all people. But 
where we have trouble is when we realize that we have a role to play in 
those second chances. We are living in a messy world. The messes in 
the world aren’t going to magically clean themselves up and they aren’t 
going to be cleaned up by everyone getting the punishment they 
deserve. The world will be cleaned up by human beings extending grace 
to other human beings. And when that happens, we ought to celebrate. 
When grace happens, celebrate. When mercy happens, celebrate. 
When love happens, celebrate. Life is short…celebrate the good stuff. 
Amen. 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 


