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“People Do Change”

Jonah 3: 4-5

A young girl was reading her Bible on a bus. A grumpy looking, overweight
man sat down next to her and noticed what she was reading. After some
muttering and mumbling that she didn’t really understand he asked her, “Do you
really believe everything in the Bible?” And she said, “Yes, | do.” He kept on, “You
mean to tell me you believe that Jonah lived for three full days in the belly of a
whale?” The girl answered, “Yes.” The man persisted, "Well then how do you
explain that?” The girl answered, “l can't, but | believe it.” The man became
more agitated and said, “Young lady, you should be able to explain what you
believe!” The girl then said, “l don't know exactly how Jonah survived but I'll ask
him when | get to heaven.” Then sarcastically, the man asked, “And what if Jonah
didn't make it to heaven?” She replied, “Then you can ask him.” Now the story
about Jonah and the big fish has always been a favorate with children. It has
something of a fairy tale quality about it. It is a story that appeals to the
imagination. This is a story about one of God’s most reluctant prophets who is

told to go to Nineveh, that hated, despised, rotten to the core Near Eastern



power that had caused so much suffering in Israel. Jonah is to preach against
their wicked ways but he doesn't want to do it.

The Ninevites had caused so much grief and pain to the people in the
surrounding countries so why should he go there as God's messenger and call
them to change their ways? They won’t change and Jonah didn’t want them to
change. They only deserved God’s condemnation and punishment. Jonah knew
that God was loving and merciful and that he was great on giving second chances,
(4:2) but as far as the Ninevites are concerned they don’t deserve a second
chance? Why should such a horrible, cruel and merciless people be given the
opportunity to repent and change their ways? Besides, people like that don’t
change. Even though Jonah tries to ignore God's call and boards a ship for a place
on the edge of the world, God persists and sends a storm and a big fish which
swallows Jonah and rescues him from a horrible death. In the belly of this fish
Jonah relents and after three days Jonah is coughed up on the beach. Jonah
walks through this enormous city calling out a simple message, not a call to
repentance, not a message of God’s love, only a threat, “In forty days Nineveh will
be destroyed!” It seems as if Jonah is making his message as offensive and as
blunt as he possibly can. Was he trying to prove a point to God, “See, people like
this don’t ever change?” Jonah wasn’t rejected as a crackpot. And a miracle
happens. The entire city from the king down to the poorest peasant believed
God’s message. Even the sheep and cattle are involved. Everyone wears
sackcloth and ashes and prays that God will not destroy them. This is a preacher’s
dream.

A whole city of people turning to God. In spite of his reluctance, regardless
of his lousy attitude that the people of Nineveh weren’t worth it, and apart from
his very blunt message, the whole city fell on its knees in repentance and prayer.
Jonah had only just begun walking through this huge city, with such little effort on

his part the response was overwhelming. Jonah’s half hearted efforts resulted in
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Nineveh’s wholehearted response. Jonah was wrong. People like that do change.
The one person in the whole story who found it difficult to change was Jonah
himself. Reading on further in the book of Jonah we find that he becomes angry
and disgusted with God’s whole attitude in this affair. Jonah becomes angry
because God is not. Jonah wanted justice not grace, punishment not forgiveness.
In fact, by the end of the story we aren’t even so sure if Jonah himself changed.
Now what are we to make of this whole account about Jonah? As | said at the
beginning this Old Testament account makes a great story for children but what
message does God want to bring to our attention now? Well, most importantly
this is a story of God’s love and mercy. Look how often God was patient with the
hard headed and ignorant Jonah.

If it was up to us we would have given up on this idiot long ago. We would
have come to the conclusion that he will never change, he is too wrapped up in
his own ideas and his own world that he will never change. He is too set in his
attitude about the Ninevites about the judgement he thinks they deserve, it might
be better to choose someone else. But notice how God comes back to Jonah
again and again. He doesn’t give up. He rescues him from a watery grave and
orders a big fish to swallow Jonah. He is patient with Jonah’s half hearted effort
in delivering his message, and to top it all off he hangs in there when Jonah
becomes angry with God saying, “l knew it! | knew you would be loving and
merciful. | knew that you would go back on what you said and save the people of
Nineveh!” God was trying to convince Jonah that he loved the people of Nineveh
as much as anyone else. And my friends, | want you to know something. God
hasn’t changed one bit from the days of Jonah. We know how frustrated and
impatient we can get with other people and so you can imagine how frustrated
and impatient God must get with us. The way we hurt the people around us
through our selfishness and lack of consideration and the way we hurt God with

our sin must leave him upset and offended.
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And yet he doesn’t let this get in the way of his love and mercy and, like he
did for Jonah, he comes back to us again and again wanting us to love him, trust
him and turn our lives around from self-centredness and sin to lives of love, and
patience and understanding. Just as God spoke his word through Jonah, as poor
and inadequate as Jonah's effort was, he speaks to us through the Bible, through
other people, through parents, neighbours and friends, calling us to trust him and
believe in him as the God who loved us so dearly that he sent his Son, Jesus into
this world to be our Savior. The Son of God came to earth and from his earliest
days on this earth, he was hated and hunted down by kings and rulers and
religious leaders. He did this because of his love for us. He lived in this world and
endured hunger, pain, thirst, sadness and death that he would not have endured
had he stayed in heaven. He did all this for us. He died, not a peaceful and quiet
death, but with nails in his hands and feet, and a crown of thorns pressing on his
head, because of his love for you and me. Jesus came to this earth to tell us that
believing and trusting in him is the only way to eternal life. He said it clearly and
plainly, “I am the way, the truth and the life, no one goes to the Father except
through me.” (Jn. 14:6)

He loves us and loves us, and loves us more and will do anything to ensure
that we will live forever in heaven. Jesus has promised to walk with us all the
days of our lives through the ups and downs. He has assured us that he will
always be there for us to call on in times of sickness, sadness, and trouble, even
death. The love that God has for us is stated over and over again in the Bible.
That is how God felt about the people of Nineveh and grumpy Jonah. That is the
way God feels about you and me and everyone else who believes in him! But |
don’t want to give you the impression that God is an old softie and that he will
never condemn anyone. He does! Those who insist that believing and trusting in
God is nonsense will one day face God’s disappointment and anger. And who can

blame him. He has given us every opportunity to trust in his love for us and still
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people turn their backs on him. The other point that | wish to bring out here is
that people can change. There are those who say, “You can’t teach an old dog
new tricks. | have lived without God, Jesus and the church for all these years, |
can’t change now.” Others say, “I have lived with this hatred for so long | can’t
stop,” or “My sexual sins, my compulsive gambling, my alcoholism (or whatever)
are so much a part of my life | can’t stop,” or “l can’t help being rude and unkind
to that person.”

Now a counsellor of many years once said that the one thing he had
learned in counselling people with problems is that “people almost never change.
Change, real change, is rare.” Perhaps that counsellor was having a bad day when
he said that. Perhaps he was like Jonah, not believing that God has the power to
bring about change in the lives and hearts of the people of Nineveh. This is where
faith comes in. Faith is the willingness to be amazed and shocked by the
surprising changes that God can bring about in our lives. Faith is the willingness
to be surprised at the depth and power of God’s love for us and his constant
willingness never to give up on us. Faith is the willingness to believe the power
that the Gospel can have in changing the direction of our lives. Faith is the
willingness to believe that with God’s power in our lives we can change. Now the
first words Jesus preached after his baptism were “turn away from your sin and
believe.”

They are as relevant to us today as they were when they were first spoken.
When we take God seriously, don't be surprised when he challenges us to make
some radical and risky changes in our lives. In fact, just when we have our world
settled, fixed, and finished, God comes along with his amazing grace and turns our
whole life around. That is what happened at Nineveh when Jonah preached. The
love of God is, for us, not a general principle we learn about from a Twitter
account we are following. It is an action which Christ, through his people, takes

towards us every time we gather, in the Word, and in the Sacraments, and in the
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sharing of the peace of God which passes our whole human understanding. We
get chosen and called by him, every time we gather together as brothers and
sisters in Christ. We ask God not to have us become like Jonah, who was spared
death and shown mercy, only to begrudge God’s mercy to others. Yet how
merciful God is, even to Jonah, to use a reluctant worker like himself for a great
purpose.

So we pray that God would also use you and me when we are hesitant or
stubborn about doing his work, and help us to search out and find those unlikely
people who are just as much in need of God’s Word. Unfortunately in the case of
the Ninevites repentance, however many were saved by Jonah’s message, a
hundred years later or so, they had fallen back into their old ways and the city
was finally overturned as the prophet Nahum warned. This too should be a lesson
for us to not take God’s mercy for granted, and fall back into sin. We, like Jonah
and like the Ninevites have been spared a great judgment, and by trusting in
Jesus, we are shown mercy. We are joined in the death, burial, and resurrection
of Jesus through our baptism. (Rom. 6) In baptism we are joined to Christ, so that
in his mercy we are spared from God’s judgment, and given a new way to live
after him. We are linked with his mercy and we are linked with his Life, to walk in
new paths, to live as though we are not attached to the things of this world. For
this world in its present form is passing away. Even in our reluctance, fear, and
imperfection, we are being used by God to accomplish his purposes. His love is
constantly working on our hearts, renewing us after him. So when you hear God’s
call, he has it right. He means you. And he means me. | praise God that this is so
for us all.

IN JESUS NAME. AMEN!



