
TEXT:  Jonah 1                      March 8, 2020 

TO NINEVEH AND BEYOND 
PART I:  THE WILL OF GOD 

 

I have always loved the Book of Jonah.  It is so true--so down to earth.  That might strike you 
as odd, after all it is full of rather bizarre incidents--like Jonah being swallowed by a Great 
Fish--and living to tell the tale.  I mean--shades of Pinocchio, preacher, how can you call that 
true?  But understanding the story as historically true, understanding it as literally true, is not 
the same as saying its true.  Personally, I agree with those scholars who suggest Jonah is a 
piece of fiction, a piece of fiction created to convey a very important truth:  God loves 
everyone.  Everyone.   

Now I suppose with that in mind we could forego the next four Sundays--for that is how long 
we are going to linger over this story.  Jonah is all about God loving everyone.  And that’s the 
sum and substance of it--so you can just stay home the next three Sundays.  But I do think it 
has other things to tell us as well.  And over the rest of the monthly we’ll explore each 
chapter and highlight its central theme.  We’ll take a look at the will of God, the ear of God, 
grace of God and the love of God. 

Scholars are divided as to when this story was written, perhaps as late as the fourth century 
BCE.  But its message really transcends time and place.  The story itself focuses on one of the 
many times Israel was faced with the threat posed by a power far greater than itself.  In this 
case, the Assyrian Empire.  Its capital, Nineveh, was located on the Tigris River, in present-day 
Iraq.  And it dominated the ancient near east. 

The story opens with the call of Jonah.  We’re not told much about the prophet.  His name, 
Jonah, means dove.  He’s said to be the son of Ammitai.  But despite a brief mention of a man 
named Ammitai in the Book of Kings, that doesn’t really help us out very much.   

So, Jonah is called by God to go out and preach.  Not in the local synagogue, not at the 
Temple in Jerusalem, not even on a local street corner.  No, he’s called to go preach to the 
Ninevites.  It would be like getting a call today to go preach in Moscow or Beijing.  And he’s 
not just to preach there, he is to warn them--they are in trouble, real trouble.  In fact, they 
are about to be severely punished by Yahweh, the God of Israel. 

Jonah can’t believe what he’s hearing.  He’s supposed to go into the capital city of the arch-
enemy and tell them, “You guys are toast?”  Unbelievable.  Best case scenario, he’ll be 
laughed at and ridiculed.  “Your god is going to do what?  Your puny little god is going to take 
on Nineveh?  What a joke!”  That’s the best case.  Worst case?  He’ll be shot on the spot as a 



spy and instigator.  It may be what God wants, but it sure as shootin’ isn’t what Jonah wants--
so he heads off in the opposite direction.  Goes down to the shore of the Mediterranean, and 
finds a ship bound for Tarshish in present day Spain.  He’ll get as far away from God as 
possible. 

And all is well and good.  For the moment.  But once they get out to sea, God decides to stir 
things up.  “Try to get away from me Jonah?  We’ll see about that!”  And then God sends a 
storm.  OK--remember, this is a short story, a piece of fiction.  Don’t get hung up on the idea 
that God send a storm as a way of reining in Jonah.  It’s a plot device.  But one with rich 
theological content.  If God is ever-present, if divinity is woven throughout creation, can you 
ever really get away from the Holy One? 

No, the author is saying, God’s always right there.  Back to the action.  The storm tosses and 
turns the boat all around.  The sailors struggle to keep the ship from sinking.  They batten the 
hatches, and furl the sails, and all that nautical stuff.  They even start throwingthings 
overboard:  sorry boys, even the cases of wine have to go.  But still the winds and rains 
continue to pound the ship. So, they start to pray.  Every god they can think of gets named.  
But nothing.   

Have they called on all the gods?  Where did that guy from Israel go?  They check below--and 
there he is, clutching his belly--trying to sleep, but most likely just throwing up all over the 
place.  “Come on, man, clean yourself off, and head topside!  You need to be praying as if 
your life depended on it!” 

But when they get on the deck, the storm rages on.  They decide to draw straws, see who’s 
responsible for the mess they’re in.  Who’s ticked off their god and caused the storm?  Jonah 
comes up short.  “SO, what did you do, man?  Who is your god--and what did you do to so rile 
him up?”  Jonah fesses up.  And the sailors are even more upset when he tells them.  “Good 
gravy!  What can we do about it?”  Jonah, realizing the pickle he’s in tells them to throw him 
overboard--maybe that will do the trick.  At first, they object.  But Jonah insists--and so they 
give him the heave ho--and instantly, instantly, the sea subsides.  The sailors are so impressed 
they convert!  Thank you, Jesus!  Oh, wait, this is the Hebrew scriptures.  Thank you, Yahweh, 

Meanwhile, Jonah is flailing about--he failed his swim test at camp, and he can’t even keep 
his head above water--when suddenly, a big fish--not a whale, a fish, comes along and 
swallows him whole.  And for now, that’s where the story ends.  Jonah disobeys God, tries to 
flee, causes a storm and gets swallowed by a great fish. 

Sometimes we don’t know for sure what God would have us do.  But Jonahhas it fairly easy.  
Hedidn’t have to spend all sorts of time trying to determine what God’s will--he was told in 
plain English--or plain Hebrew.  “Now the word of the Lord came to Jonah,” says the text, 



“’Go at once to that great city Nineveh, and cry out against it, for their wickedness has come 
up before me.’” (Jonah 1:1) 

No guess work involved here.  Just crystal-clear instructions.  Where to go.  What to do.  Even 
what to say.  God’s will be made known to Jonah in no uncertain terms.But Jonahnot only 
ignores God’s instructions, he not only fails to follow God’s will, rather he openly rebels 
against it and heads off in the opposite direction.  But God persists, and sends sign after sign.  
The great storm at sea.  The fish that swallows him up.  And, spoiler alert, the fish vomits him 
out on the beach, shore, right back where he started from.  The will of God is unmistakable.  
The Holy One clearly wants Jonah to go to Nineveh and give them hell.  Jonah’s refusal leads 
to a great story, but its not a story about how to discern God’s will--for it wouldn’t be any 
more obvious if God had posted it on some 8th century billboard! 

Which is all well and good for Jonah.  But most of the rest of us, most of the time, don’t get 
such direct messages from the Holy One.  And so, knowing what God would have us do, what 
direction we should move in, what path we should take, often proves very challenging.  This 
is nothing new, of course.  Throughout history people of faith have faced the same dilemma.  
As one author writes, “The Bible and the whole of Christian history are full of examples of 
people seeking to determine God’s will.”  (Sacred Compass) Go on Amazon or Barnes and 
Nobel’s websites and you will find book after book on the subject of discerning God’s will.  
Titles like, How to Know God’s Will, Decision Making and the Will of God and The Will of God, 
the Key to Success. 

Now I suppose I could stop right here, and simply point you to one of those books.  I could 
suggest you read The Will of God for Dummies, or some such volume, and you’ll have it all 
figured out.  You’ll be on your way to knowing God’s will for your life.  But I am not convinced 
its that easy.  And furthermore, there is a big difference between knowing what God would 
have you do and actually doing it.  I am reminded of an old riddle I heard the other day.  
Three frogs are sitting on a log and one decides to jump off.  How many are left on the log?  
Two, you say?  No, there are three.  Deciding to jump off, and actually doing so are two 
different things altogether.  So too knowing God’s will and actually following it.  As the story 
of Jonah illustrates. 

SometimesI thinkwe get so caught up in trying to determine God’s will, trying to discern the 
right way to go, that we fail to take action.  Sometimes we are stymied by the fear that we 
might make the wrong choice, or that our choice will result in harm to ourselves or others.  
Nineveh was the capital city of Assyria, the arch-enemy at the time of the Israelites.  Jonah 
was probably petrified about going there.So, he heads off in the opposite direction, even 
though he knows what God wants of him. 



 
But what does God want of us?  Unlike Jonah, we are unlikely to get specific instructions.  But 
that said, we have gotten a general guideline.  “Do unto others,” Jesus instructs us, “as you 
would have them do unto you.”  (Matthew 7:12) The guideline is love.  What God would have 
you do in any given situation is that which is loving, that which truly cares about the other. 
 
The guideline, though, leaves us with a measure of work when we make ethical decisions; 
questions we must ask that ultimately reveal God’s will.  What is loving?  What will be best 
for all those involved in the situation?  What can I do to advance the good?  What actions do I 
need to take?  When we are confronted with ethical choices, we must take the time to ask 
questions, and then listen for answers, and then, once having determined what the loving 
thing to do is, we must do it.  Not flee in the opposite direction like Jonah, but rather, do 
what God would have us do.   

Amen 
John H. Danner 

 
 
 

 


