“God May Relent”

Jonah 3:6-10

August 7, 2011

Read Jonah 3:6-10

Today is all about Nineveh. In the midst of this narrative, Jonah recedes to the background. God’s sovereignty and relationship with the people and leaders of Nineveh comes to the foreground. 

This story is artfully told. It moves along at a rapid clip, begging the question, “Could this really have happened?” In other words, does it make sense to believe the people of Nineveh reacted so immediately and profoundly to Jonah’s message of warning and impending judgment? Within the context of the story it works as we can see God’s hand moving the players along. As I mentioned last week, one of the themes is that God has already gone where he calls us to go. God was already at work in Nineveh preparing the people for the message by the time Jonah arrived. But does it make sense if we step back from the story and try to see if it fits the world as we know it?

We do not have a specific time reference in the book of Jonah to nail things down definitively; however, there is at least one time in the history of Nineveh known in resources outside of Scripture where the people might have been ripe for a message like the one Jonah delivered. According to the Word Biblical Commentary,

Many factors point to the possibility that Assur-dan III (773-756 B.C.) or one of the other weak eight-century predecessors of Tiglath-Pileser III might have been the king who responded so concertedly to Jonah’s message to the city. Shocked and threatened by military encroachments, major unfavorable omens, and riots, a king like Assur-dan would surely have been far more open to the possibility that Jonah’s preaching was divinely ordained and authoritative. The populace of Nineveh, spooked by the disasters known to have occurred during this king’s reign, could well have responded positively to Jonah’s call for repentance, and the king would, in his weakened position, be hard-pressed not to follow the people’s lead. 

Again, this is speculation trying to match what is known historically to the sparse details provided in Jonah. Just for a moment, however, I want you to assume the Word Commentary is correct in identifying the time, the king, and the conditions which made the Ninevites ripe for Jonah. Does that make the response of the people of Nineveh any less of a miracle? 

It constantly amazes me how quickly I can dismiss the wonder of the hand of God from ordinarily explainable events. As I read the Word Commentary while preparing for this sermon, I thought, “Oh, well, that would explain it. Jonah just happened to be in the right place at the right time when they were ready to hear it. They were a superstitious bunch who were ripe for someone to come in and tell them about God. Meh, no big deal.”

And then I thought about it. It is a big deal. God was working in the small details to make the big thing possible. Whatever factors needed to be put into place in Nineveh were taking shape by God’s hand at the same time as Jonah’s drama on the sea was happening. Each was happening unknown to the other; Nineveh did not know Jonah was being sent to them, Jonah did not know what was taking place in Nineveh to prepare them for when he arrived. 

If it was true in Jonah’s day, so it also is true in our day. We may not always be able to see what God is doing ahead of time, but if you look back in your life, can you see times and ways God was at work to make opportunities for you, to surprise you with blessing, to detour you from harm, or to draw you back from wrong paths?

How amazing it is to realize God’s hand at work when we look with eyes to see. 


Repentance is real.

The point of these verses is that the people of Nineveh repented. They heard God’s message and responded. They recognized Jonah’s words as a divine warning, meaning that there was – at least the possibility – time to change. The king and the nobles issued a decree, basically reinforcing what was already taking place. The symbols of repentance, sackcloth and ashes, were the manifestations of their deep conviction and desire to turn from their prior ways.

My first reaction in reading this was skeptical.  Were they really repenting or were they just doing what they think they had to do in order to avoid the consequence they feared? Did they really believe God or were they like the sailors who – at first – were just trying to figure out what deity they needed to appease in order to make their immediate situation better? Beyond that, what happens if they go back to their old ways the next day?

Look, I know I should be more trusting. And maybe I am just projecting my own character on these characters – admitting my faith can be a little pragmatic and self-motivated at times. However, I am suspicious of massive instant transformations. It seems too easy, too quick, and almost as if they are putting on a show. How do you know? 

That we do not know does not mean God does not know. We are terrible judges of character – ours and others. We often attribute the worst motives to others while recognizing the most noble in our own actions. 

Here, the people of Nineveh acted as if they were repentant. The description of the complete participation in acts of humility before God was an outward manifestations of an inward reality; kind of how we describe the sacraments of baptism and communion. The acts themselves are not determinative; that is, there is nothing magic about ashes or sackcloth. Just putting them on and going through the motions is meaningless and – for what it is worth – disrespectful. Alternatively, those acts of submission and repentance in conjunction with a broken and contrite heart; well, that is pleading before God for mercy. It is an invitation from a broken person to be restored to a right relationship with God. 

Let me just spell that out a little further here this morning to apply to communion – the Lord’s Supper is an outward sign of an inward reality. It is not something to be taken for granted, nor is it something to do just for the sake of doing it. The invitation will be, “If you have been baptized and are sorry for your sins (repentant) and would be delivered from them, you are invited and encouraged to come to the table.” The flip side of that is, if you are just going through the motions, don’t participate. Although that may sound harsh, it is consistent with what Scripture teaches in 1 Corinthians 11, where we find the words of institution. Right after, “For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes,” is this: 

Whoever, therefore, eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be answerable for the body and blood of the Lord. Examine yourselves, and only then eat of the bread and drink of the cup. For all who eat and drink without discerning the body, eat and drink judgment against themselves. (1 Corinthians 11:27-29)

How do you repent? 

Repenting is different than what we see in the entertainment news with celebrities going to rehab. It almost has become a badge of honor and a rite of passage for young men and women to get famous, indulge in hedonistic behavior, and then make the journey to rehab. Now, hear me clearly, there is a place for counseling and dealing with dependent behaviors. However, the difference between rehab and repentance is this: rehab often deals with the idolatry of the symptom – the dependence upon whatever – and repentance deals with our relationship with God. All repentance involves rehab; all rehab does not involve repentance.

Repenting is more than simply turning away from what you were doing. It also means turning to God. The proclamation from the king has both. “All shall turn from their evil ways and from the violence that is in their hands.” It was a confession of sin and wrongdoing. It encompassed both their corporate sin and their individual sin. The king named and said aloud how they had offended God. They were to turn away from what they were doing. Does that sound familiar? In our worship services we have prayers of confession. We both lift up confession for how we have sinned as a community and offer time for people to make their own private, personal confession. 

The king went on to declare, “Who know? God may relent and change his mind; he may turn from his fierce anger, so that we do not perish.” Again, like Jonah, there is the sense here that the king recognizes God’s “fierce anger” was justified, that destruction would be the appropriate consequence, but that there may be hope that God would be merciful. In short, their fate was in God’s hands. Their acts of repentance were an expression of turning to God with the desire to be in a right relationship.

Thus, repentance is two-fold: a turning away from something and a turning towards God. It is a humbling experience to confront the reality of our imperfections and sinfulness. Humility does not always come easy.

God may relent.
Here again, the Gentiles showed a better humility before God than Jonah did. The decree issued by the king included the line, “Who knows? God may relent and change his mind; he may turn from his fierce anger, so that we do not perish.” Thematically this repeats what the ship’s captain had said when he went below deck to wake up Jonah in 1:6, “Get up, call on your god! Perhaps the god will spare us a thought so that we do not perish.” The important piece of this is that the king and the people repented and prayed to God for forgiveness – all without any guarantee or certainty that God would hear their prayer and respond favorably. 


Proverbs says, “the fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom.” The fear of the LORD has gotten a bad rap in our day and time; we do not like the notion that we should “fear” God. Doesn’t the Bible also say, “perfect love casts out fear” (1 John 4:18)? Yes, it does; however, the whole verse is, “There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not reached perfection in love.” I think it is fair to say that we have not reached perfection in love. The fear of the LORD is a wonderful incentive to be obedient to God’s call on our lives; the lack of the fear of the LORD is a terrible temptation to do whatever we want and think that God will not mind. 

The truth is that we only experience the depth of the fear of the LORD when we realize the scope of our rebellion against him. It is only when we get to the place Jonah and the king saw – they had sinned against God and deserved death – that we can begin to experience grace. Grace is a gift freely offered, but is received only as a gift; it is not something we have a right to demand or have earned so that we might expect it. Taking God’s grace for granted is to not receive it at all. God is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, but that does not mean that God is nebulous, wishy-washy, powerless, or does not care about what we do. God is holy and perfect, and will not abide with imperfection or anything less than purely holy. It is only by God’s grace that we will be able to stand in his presence without blemish. Our prayer – and I do mean prayer, our persistent ongoing plea before God, remembering and cleaving to his word – is that we may abide in the hope of the righteousness reckoned by faith in Jesus Christ. 

Consider another version of the King of Nineveh’s prayerful hope. Psalm 51 is King David’s song repenting of his behavior in the Bathsheba affair. 

Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love; according to your abundant mercy blot out my transgressions. Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin.
For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me. Against you, you alone, have I sinned, and done what is evil in your sight, so that you are justified in your sentence and blameless when you pass judgment. 

Indeed, I was born guilty, a sinner when my mother conceived me.

You desire truth in the inward being; therefore teach me wisdom in my secret heart. Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow. Let me hear joy and gladness; let the bones that you have crushed rejoice. Hide your face from my sins, and blot out all my iniquities.

Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit within me. 
Do not cast me away from your presence, and do not take your holy spirit from me. Restore to me the joy of your salvation, and sustain in me a willing spirit.
As we saw earlier, David named and confessed his sin. He did not deny responsibility, try to explain it, or in any way mitigate the seriousness of what he had done. David laid his life before the LORD and declared that his fate was in God’s hands. He begged for God to take action to restore him to a right relationship. Further, we know from Scripture that David did more than simply recite these words once and then go about his business. David was in mourning and anguish for an extended period. Psalm 51 came out of that time, but was only a part. In the end, Psalm 51 was a prayer, a request, from David’s heart to God. It is important to know that David’s praying did not bind God to respond affirmatively. 

God changed his mind about the calamity to Nineveh.

That said, it also is fair to say that God has a character of responding affirmatively to a broken and contrite heart. The end of this chapter is confusing to us because of the way it is phrased. God changed his mind? How does that work?

A couple of things about this might be helpful to remember: 

Jonah did not want to go to tell the message. Why? If it simply had been a judgment on his enemies, he would have wanted to run there to tell them. No, Jonah knew God’s character and knew that that his warning was just that – a warning. The people of Nineveh had the opportunity to hear and respond to the warning; and, if they did, God might relent from the disaster that would have been the rightful consequence of their disobedience. 

Second, God prefers a broken and contrite heart to sacrifice and ritual. The people of Nineveh manifested brokenness and contrition, genuine to the satisfaction of the Lord. 

Third, making his judgment contingent upon the behavior of the nations does not make God weak, indecisive, reactive, or dependent upon mankind to determine his behavior. It is just the opposite, God’s willingness to offer contingencies – warnings – is an expression of how completely dependent the nations (and we, as individuals) are upon God. The hope of our blessing comes only from God; the consequence of our sinfulness is clear, too. The only question is for us: will we hear the word of the LORD and respond? Nineveh heard and responded and God expressed grace by relenting from judgment against them.

Finally, relenting from judgment against the sinner does not mean that God does not deal with the consequences of sin. He did not simply say, “Oh, it does not matter. No problem.” God dealt with the consequence of sin; if the wages of sin are death, he took that death on himself for us. Jesus, who knew no sin, became sin for us and took on the weight of the judgment in his own body. Jesus’ cry from the cross, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” is the cry of the brokenness of judgment of all sin being born by him. In Christ’s death, God manifest judgment against sin, once for all. In Christ’s resurrection, God manifest victory over sin and death, once for all. 

We come to this table because it is the expression of God’s heart for sinners; it is the invitation of grace for those who would receive it with penitent and thankful hearts. It is an invitation of clarity, calling “All shall turn from their evil ways and from the violence that is in their hands.” It is an outward sign of the inward reality of our total dependence upon God for life, for hope, for salvation, and for blessing. What this table represents is the answer to the question, “Who knows? God may relent and change his mind; he may turn from his fierce anger, so that we do not perish.” 

We know. We know that God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son; whosoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life. 

How amazing it is to realize God’s hand at work when we look with eyes to see. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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