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Jonah 3:1-10 “Aligning Yourself with God’s Purposes” February 5, 2012 

NT Lesson: Matthew 12:22-41  Brian M. Sandifer 

God’s purposes are higher than yours, so you do not know what will happen when God rebukes and 

people repent, but you do know that God is righteous and merciful; therefore you must trust that God will 

work all things for good according to his higher purposes. 

Introduction – [Story of my grandfather jumping into the pool in his business suit.]  This account is 

“giantesque.”  This does not mean that the events are historically exaggerated in the story.  Rather, we are 

to marvel at the largeness (or great importance) of the city of Nineveh, the overwhelming response to 

Jonah’s brief sermon, and the surpassing mercy of God on the repentant Ninevites. 

I. When God Rebukes 

A. He seeks the lost (Nineveh) (vv. 3-4) 

God loved the great city of Nineveh.  It was an “exceedingly” great city—literally “a great city to 

God” (see ESV fn.).  This is astounding considering that the one pagan city God chose to seek was 

Nineveh.  God loved the people and culture of Nineveh enough to send one of Israel’s prophets to 

warn them of his imminent judgment should they not stop their violence and repent of their evil ways.  

God sent the perfect messenger, a broken evangelist seemingly back from the dead, to ignite revival. 

B. He guides the found (Jonah) (vv. 1-2) 

1. God is so gracious to Jonah.  He has saved him from the storm, from the sea, and from the 

belly of the great fish.  Yet God condescended to speak to Jonah by calling him a second time.  

God has great love and patience with his disobedient, obstinate, protesting, and wayward people. 

2. This time Jonah obeyed God, but he still hated Nineveh.  Has he learned his lesson?  Yes and 

no.  Yes, because he learned it is better to obey God than run from him.  No, because he still did 

not have God’s heart of compassion for pagan Gentiles.  But when God showed mercy to the 

Ninevites he humbled this angry and zealously patriotic prophet. 

C. He confronts his own (Israel).  Jonah personifies God’s people.   

1. Notice that Jonah the prophet is the only Israelite character in the entire book.  But in this 

story Jonah is not unlike Israel; Jonah represents Israel.  Therefore Jonah’s sins are Israel’s sins.  

Jonah’s heart attitude toward pagans is Israel’s attitude. 

2. How the city of Nineveh must have shamed the nation of Israel by their repentance!  History 

records that only decades later Israel was “shamed” (conquered) by the powerful Assyrian empire 

which God ordained as a punishment for Israel’s unrepentant response to his prophets.  Similarly 

in the days of Jesus the people of Israel were “shamed” by the men of Nineveh.  Nineveh’s 

repentance served as a historical indictment against hard-heartedness in Jesus’ day—and still 

serves this purpose today! 

II. When People Repent 

A. It is swift (vv. 5-9).  Repentance does not delay.  To delay is to bleed the life from conviction. 

Remarkably the people of Nineveh believed God!  Jonah’s recounting to Nineveh of his watery “trial 

by ordeal” served as an alarming testimony of the spiritual danger when one disregards God’s call.  

Remember that it is the LORD who sovereignly purposed that they should repent, and thereby 

ordained those naturalistic disasters to prepare the people’s hearts for Jonah’s message.  When he 

heard Jonah’s message, the king arose from his throne to remove his royal clothes (literally his 

“glory”), covered himself with sackcloth, and sat in a heap of ashes. 
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B. It is sincere (vv. 5b-8a).  Repentance does not flatter, belittle, ignore, or kill the messenger. 

1. Not half-hearted.  Nineveh took Jonah’s message of doom seriously, and they repented with 

all due seriousness.  Their hearts were broken with conviction of sin, and so they sought to turn 

from their evil with all their hearts. 

2. Not with half-effort.  The king of Nineveh issued a royal decree to enforce the fast.  He 

decreed that men and beasts should wear sackcloth (the clothing of mourning and repentance of 

sin) and call out with strength to God for mercy. 

3. Not with hypocrisy.  Religious hypocrisy portrays, insincerely and under false pretense, that 

one is right with God.  Nineveh concentrated on their own sin and need for repentance, such that 

only their city’s status before the LORD mattered at this point (2 Cor 7:9-11a).  

C. It is specific (v. 8b).  Repentance is not vague or impersonal. 

Fasting, wearing sackcloth, and sitting in ashes were accompanied by repentance of particular sin and 

especially the violence of which they were guilty.  What were the sins of Nineveh?  The prophet 

Nahum confronted the city with the sins of ”plotting evil against the LORD, cruelty and plundering in 

war, prostitution, witchcraft and commercial exploitation” (Nah 1:11; 2:12-13; 3:1, 4-7, 16, 19). 

III. When God Relents 

A. He acts sovereignly (vv. 4, 9-10).  The king is free to forgive or not. 

Jonah’s threat that Nineveh will be “overthrown” is the same word used to threaten Sodom and 

Gomorrah (Gen 19:21, 25, 29).  God is free to judge, destroy, or be gracious because he is the ruler of 

all.  When God relents he exercises his royal prerogative.  No one else can do so (Rom 9:14-18). 

B. He knows omnisciently (v. 10).  Nothing surprises God, including uncoerced human actions. 

1. God's thoughts and workings are analogical to ours.  Didactic portions of Scripture teach that 

God does not change his mind or his plans like we do (Num 23:19; 1 Sam 15:28-29). 

2. God is the Lord of history.  He declares the end from the beginning by providentially 

directing everything and everyone from beginning to end (Isa 46:8-11).  God does not change his 

plan (contra the heresy of “open theism”).  God sometimes wills his plans to be contingent upon 

human response (Gen 18:23-26; Ex 32:14; Jer 18:7-10; Am 7:3-6).  Yet God never loses control. 

3. God ordains the means and the end.  The people of Nineveh acted freely and were responsible 

to repent of their own sinful ways, yet God ordained the result for his glory.  God even uses 

scandalous sin for his higher purposes. (Gen 50:20; Acts 2:22-23). 

C. He loves mercifully (vv. 3b, 10; 4:2, 11).  His loving pity overwhelms his righteous anger. 

God in the OT is not (as some contend) a nationalistic god.  He loves the nations and desires that they 

turn from their sinful purposes to find salvation in his higher purposes.  From the beginning, God’s 

purpose was to bless his children to be a blessing to all the families of the earth (Gen 12:1-3).   

Conclusion – The people of Nineveh responded to the “sign of Jonah” (his preaching coupled with his 

rescue from the great fish’s belly after 3 days and nights).  This was the “sign” given to the generation of 

Jews alive during the time of Jesus.  The “sign of Jesus” (his preaching of the gospel and his death, burial, 

and resurrection) is also the sign for unbelievers today.  Jesus is the “greater Jonah.”  While Jonah 

reluctantly preached to a city full of sinners against his will, Jesus willingly preached the gospel of God 

and freely gave his own life for many.  Jesus Christ, as he bled and died, took upon himself the evil of 

man’s sin.  He died so that even self-righteous, complacent, religious people might be forgiven.  Such a 

great salvation makes both your evil and imperfect goodness pale in comparison to God’s immense 

forgiveness.  This is God’s higher purpose: that your heart might be like God’s. 
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1 Original Language, Personal English Translation, and Textual Notes 

Verse Hebrew Literal Translation Textual Notes 

Jon 3:1 `r mo)al e ty nIïv e h n"ßAy -l a,  h w"±hy >-r b;d> y h ióy >w: And the Word of the LORD 
came to Jonah a second 
time, saying, 

 

Jon 3:2 ‘h 'y l ,’ae ar "Üq.WI  h l '_AdG >h ; r y [iäh ' h wEßn>y nI)-l a, %l eî ~ Wq 

`^y l ,(ae r beîD o y kiÞnO a' r v,î a] h a'êy r IQ .h ;-ta, 
 

“Arise, go to Nineveh the 
great city and proclaim to it 
the proclamation that I tell 
you.” 

 

Jon 3:3 h t'Ûy >h ' h wE©n>y nI)w> h w" +h y > r b;äd>Ki h w<ßn>y nI)-l a , %l ,YE± w: h n"© Ay  ~q'Y"å w:  
`~y mi(y " tv,l {ïv. %l ;Þh ]m; ~y h iêl{al e( ‘h l 'AdG >-r y [i 

 

So Jonah arose and went 
to Nineveh, according to 
the word of the LORD.  
Now Nineveh was a great 
city to God, a three days 
walk. 

A great city to God or” an 
exceedingly great city.” 

Jon 3:4 r m;êaYO w: ‘ ar "q.YI w: dx' _a, ~ Ay æ %l ;Þh ]m; r y [iêb' a Abål '  ‘h n"Ay  l x,Y"Ü w 

`tk,P'(h .n < h wEßn >y nI)w> ~ Ay ë ~y [iäB'r >a; d A[… 
 

Then Jonah began to go 
into the city one day’s walk, 
and proclaimed saying, “Yet 
forty days and Nineveh will 
be destroyed!” 

Destroyed or “overthrown.” 

Jon 3:5 ~y Q iêf ; WvåB.l .YI w: ‘ ~Ac-W a r >q.YIw: ~y h i_l {aBe(  h wEßn>y nI)  y veîn>a;  Wny mi² a]Y: w: 
`~N") j;q.-d [;w> ~l 'ÞAdG >m i 

 

Then the people of Nineveh 
believed in God, and they 
proclaimed a fast and put 
on sackcloth from the 
greatest of them to the 
least. 

 

Jon 3:6 ATßr >D :a; r beî[] Y:w: Aaês .K imi  ‘~q' Y"’w: h w Eën>y nI) $l ,m,ä-l a,  ‘r b'D "h ; [G :ÜYI w: 
`r p,ae(h '-l [; bv ,YEß w: qf ;ê sk;äy >w: wy l '_['me ( 

 

And the word touched the 
king of Nineveh.  So he 
arose from his throne, took 
off his cloak from himself, 
covered himself with 
sackcloth, and sat on the 
ash heap. 

Touched or “reached.”  
Cloak is the same word for 
“glory.” 

Jon 3:7 ~d"’a'h ' r mo+ al e wy l 'Þdog>W %l ,M ,²h ; ~[;J;ómi h w Eën>y nI)B.  ‘ r m,aYO“w : q[eª z>Y :w: Then he proclaimed and 
said in Nineveh, “By order 

Great ones or “nobles.” 
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Verse Hebrew Literal Translation Textual Notes 

 ~y Im:ßW W[êr >y I-l a;’ h m'W aê m. ‘ Wm[] j.y I-l a;( ! aCoªh ;w > r q"åB'h ; h m'øh eB.h ;w> 
`WT)v.y I-l a; 

 

of the king and his great 
ones: Let not man nor 
beast, herd nor flock eat 
anything!  They shall not 
pasture nor shall they drink 
water. 

Jon 3:8 h q"+z>x'B. ~y h iÞl {a/-l a,  Waï r >q.y Iw> h m'êh eB.h ;w> ‘~d" a'h '(  ~y Q iªf; WS åK;t.y Iw 

`~h ,(y Pek;B. r v,î a] s m' Þx'h , -!miW h [' êr "h ") AKår >D :mi v y ai… Wbvuªy "w> 
 

Let man and beast cover 
themselves in sackcloth, 
and let them call out to God 
with strength.  Let every 
man turn from his evil way 
and from the violence that 
is in his hands. 

Call out or “proclaim.” 

Jon 3:9 `dbe(a nO al {ï w> A Pßa;  !Ar ïx] me bv'²w > ~y h i_l {a/h ' ~x;Þ nIw>  bWvêy " [;dE åAy -y mi(   
 

Who knows?  God may turn 
and relent, and turn from 
his burning anger so we will 
not perish.” 

 

Jon 3:10 ~x,N"åY Iw: h [' _r "h ' ~K'är >D :mi Wbv'Þ-y Ki ~h ,êy f e[]m; ä-ta,( ‘ ~y h il{a/h '( ar . Y:Üw:  
`h f '([' al {ï w> ~h ,Þl '-tAf[] l ; r B,îD I-r v,a] h ['²r "h '-l [; ~y h iªl {a/h ' 

 

When God saw their deeds, 
how they turned from their 
evil way, then God relented 
of the disaster of which he 
had spoken to which he 
would do to them, and he 
did not do it. 
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2 Exegetical Outline – Jonah 3:1-10 (verse summary) 

V1. The LORD spoke to Jonah a second time (the first time was at the beginning of the book to 

which Jonah fled for Tarshish). 

V2. The LORD called Jonah to go to the great city of Nineveh and proclaim the message that 

God will tell Jonah. 

V3. This time Jonah obeyed the LORD’s word and went to Nineveh, which was an exceedingly 

great city that required a three day visit. 

V4. Jonah entered the city, and when he had been there for a day, he tersely proclaimed the 

LORD’s message of judgment to the Ninevites that their city would be overthrown in forty days. 

V5. The Ninevites responded to Jonah’s message and believed in God, so that they called for a 

fast and everyone, from the greatest to the least, put on sackcloth to demonstrate repentance. 

V6. When Jonah’s message of judgment reached the Nineveh’s king, he arose from his throne to 

remove his regal clothing to cloth himself in sackcloth, and then sat in a heap of ash. 

V7. The king issued a royal proclamation published throughout Nineveh which decreed by the 

king and his nobles that no man or domesticated animal should eat or drink anything. 

V8. The king’s royal proclamation decreed that while the city fasted from food and drink, every 

man and domesticated animal should be covered in sackcloth, call out to God with strength, and 

that everyone should repent of his own evil and violence. 

V9. The king’s royal proclamation reasoned that perhaps God might relent from his burning 

anger against the city’s sin if they repent. 

V10. When God saw the city’s sorrowful and repentant response to Jonah’s proclaiming his 

message of judgment, he relented of the disaster he had planned and did not bring about 

judgment. 
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3 Exegetical Outline – Jonah 3:1-10 (full) 

I. Instead of disobeying, this time Jonah obeyed the word of the LORD by tersely 

proclaiming God’s message of judgment to Nineveh (vv. 1-4). 

a. V1. The LORD spoke to Jonah a second time (the first time was at the beginning of 

the book to which Jonah fled for Tarshish). 

b. V2. The LORD called Jonah to go to the great city of Nineveh and proclaim the 

message that God will tell Jonah. 

c. V3. This time Jonah obeyed the LORD’s word and went to Nineveh, which was an 

exceedingly great city that required a three day visit. 

d. V4. Jonah entered the city, and when he had been there for a day, he tersely 

proclaimed the LORD’s message of judgment to the Ninevites that their city would be 

overthrown in forty days. 

II. The king of Nineveh and his people responded to Jonah’s message from God by 

sorrowfully repenting of their evil ways and violence, hoping that God will relent from 

judging them (vv. 5-9). 

a. V5. The Ninevites responded to Jonah’s message and believed in God, so that they 

called for a fast and everyone, from the greatest to the least, put on sackcloth to 

demonstrate repentance. 

b. V6. When Jonah’s message of judgment reached the Nineveh’s king, he arose from 

his throne to remove his regal clothing to cloth himself in sackcloth, and then sat in a 

heap of ash. 

c. V7. The king issued a royal proclamation published throughout Nineveh which 

decreed by the king and his nobles that no man or domesticated animal should eat or 

drink anything. 

d. V8. The king’s royal proclamation decreed that while the city fasted from food and 

drink, every man and domesticated animal should be covered in sackcloth, call out to 

God with strength, and that everyone should repent of his own evil and violence. 

e. V9. The king’s royal proclamation reasoned that perhaps God might relent from his 

burning anger against the city’s sin if they repent. 

III. God relented from the disaster he had planned for Nineveh when he saw the people of the 

city repent (v. 10). 
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• V10. When God saw the city’s sorrowful and repentant response to Jonah’s 

proclaiming his message of judgment, he relented of the disaster he had planned and 

did not bring about judgment. 
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4 Exegetical Outline – Jonah 3:1-10 (abbreviated) 

Exegetical Proposition: Instead of disobeying, this time Jonah obeyed God’s word by preaching 

God’s message of judgment to Nineveh, to which the king and the entire city (man and 

domesticated animal) responded in sorrowful repentance so that when God saw them he relented 

and did not judge them for their evil ways and violence. 

I. Instead of disobeying, this time Jonah obeyed the word of the LORD by tersely 

proclaiming God’s message of judgment to Nineveh (vv. 1-4). 

II. The king of Nineveh and his people responded to Jonah’s message from God by 

sorrowfully repenting of their evil ways and violence, hoping that God will relent from 

judging them (vv. 5-9). 

III. God relented from the disaster he had planned for Nineveh when he saw the people of the 

city repent (v. 10). 



Jonah 3:1-10 Brian M. Sandifer 

Heritage Presbyterian Church 7 2/5/2012 

5 Theological Outline – Jonah 3:1-10 

Theological Proposition: The LORD wants us to obey his call to evangelize the lost who are not 

of our culture (even those who are our enemies) because many people (perhaps entire cultures) 

may repent of their sin and turn to worship the true God so that the LORD will turn away from 

judging their sin. 

I. Instead of running from his call to evangelize the lost, the LORD wants us to faithfully 

proclaim the gospel, even if it means ministering to our enemies (vv. 1-4). 

II. All kinds of people (from the least to the great) may respond to gospel preaching by 

sorrowfully repenting of their particular sins, hoping to escape God’s judgment (vv. 5-9). 

III. God is pleased to relent from his decree to punish sinners when they repent (v. 10). 
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6 Notes on Jonah 3:1-10 

1. John Calvin wrote, “This is alone true wisdom, to submit ourselves wholly to the will of 

God.”
1
 

2. Major lessons of Jonah 

a. Rebuke Israel’s xenophobic hatred 

b. Rebuke Israel for not heeding God’s prophets 

c. What is true repentance, and do you give evidence of it or not? 

d. Who knows whether God will relent from his promised judgment if we repent? 

3. Vv1-10.  Much in this account is “giantesque.”  This does not mean that the actual events are 

exaggerated in the account.  Rather, we are to note the largeness (or great importance) of the 

city of Nineveh, the overwhelming response to Jonah’s brief sermon, and the surpassing 

mercy of God on the repentant Ninevites.  God’s mercy is expansive, which is exactly what 

Jonah feared.  The rest of the book is ironic.  Jonah obeys, Nineveh repents, God relents, and 

Jonah is angry!  In the story Nineveh serves as a foil to Jonah (and to judgmental and hateful 

religious people).  It serves as a commentary on religious people who think they somehow 

deserve God’s mercy but that others do not deserve mercy (Mt 18:21-35). 

4. Vv1-2. God is so gracious to Jonah.  He has saved him from the storm, from the sea, and 

from the belly of the great fish.  Jonah found himself again on dry land.  He could not have 

been confused about what God wanted him to do—go to Nineveh and preach God’s message 

to them.  But God condescended to speak to Jonah by calling him a second time, in essence 

recommissioning his fallen prophetic servant.  God was determined that Jonah be his 

instrument to preach to Nineveh.  These verses take us back to the first 2 chapters of Jonah, 

confirming the futility of running away from God and his call.  God did not just rescue Jonah 

and then relegate him to his shelf for aborting the mission.  God has great love, forgiveness, 

and patience with his disobedient, obstinate, immature, protesting, and wayward people. 

We cannot qualify ourselves for God’s call to serve.  God delights to call people who are 

broken and who consider themselves disqualified because of past sins and mistakes.  God 

chooses to bring more glory to himself by saving sinners, equipping them for service, and 

stretching them to serve in ways that are uncomfortable.  If you are uncomfortable with a 

particular ministry in the Church, that is probably a good place to start serving to discover 

where God is calling you to serve.  Don’t like kids (Been there done that!)?  Don’t like 

committee/team work (I’m not an organizational person!)?  Don’t like the elderly or infirm 

(They’re depressing and make me uncomfortable!)?  Don’t like foreigners (Different 

                                                 

1
 John Calvin, Commentary on Jonah, Jonah 4:3.  Quoted from the NLT Study Bible, 1476. 
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languages and customs are weird!)?  Don’t like outsiders from questionable backgrounds 

(They’re not safe or welcome in my little kingdom!)?  Don’t like physical labor (It’s 

thankless work and my time is more valuable!)?  Everyone can identify with some of these 

examples because we are all Jonahs.  Find your Nineveh and heed God’s call to deny 

yourself, die to yourself, and follow Jesus. 

5. V2. NET tn: The verb a r 'q ' (qara', "proclaim") is repeated from 1:2 but with a significant variation. 

The phrase in 1:2 was the adversative l [' ar 'q . (q®ra' 'al, "proclaim against"), which often 

designates an announcement of threatened judgment (1 Kgs 13:4, 32; Jer 49:29; Lam 1:15). 

However, here the phrase is the more positive l a,  ar 'q . (q®ra' 'el, "proclaim to") which often 

designates an oracle of deliverance or a call to repentance, with an accompanying offer of 

deliverance that is either explicit or implied (Deut 20:10; Isa 40:2; Zech 1:4; HALOT 1129 s.v. ar q 
8; BDB 895 s.v. ar 'q ' 3.a). This shift from the adversative preposition l [; ("against") to the more 

positive preposition l a, ("to") might signal a shift in God's intentions or perhaps it simply makes his 

original intention more clear. While God threatened to judge Nineveh, he was very willing to relent 
and forgive when the people repented from their sins (3:8–10). Jonah later complains that he knew 
that God was likely to relent from the threatened judgment all along (4:2). 

6. V2. God gives Jonah a second chance, but we should not presume that God always gives 

another chance.  That is not the moral to the story.  There is a time when the LORD’s 

patience runs out and his judgment finally comes (1 Kgs 13:26; book of Nahum).  God may 

choose to debar us from his service even though we fled from his call the first time.  Do not 

presume on God giving you more time to repent and turn to him, or that you will hear his 

gospel call many more times with opportunity to respond.  For each of us “today is the day of 

salvation” (Heb 3:7-13).   Furthermore, Jonah is not free to preach to the Ninevites whatever 

he desires.  God will tell Jonah what his message will be.  This is the job of the prophet, to 

proclaim “Thus says the LORD” and then speak God’s words to people.  Prophesying (and 

preaching as its NT counterpart) is no place for the messenger to veer off topic and use his 

divinely-commissioned platform to espouse his opinions.  No, his calling is to preach God’s 

revealed word. 

7. Vv3-4.  Notice that we don’t know whether Jonah’s heart has softened toward the hated 

Ninevites.  The text only tells us that Jonah obeyed God’s call to go to the city and preach 

against it. 

8. V3.  This time Jonah obeyed God.  Has he learned his lesson?  Yes and no.  Yes, that it is 

better to obey God than run from him.  No, that he still hates the Ninevites and does not have 

God’s heart of compassion for pagan Gentiles.  God loved the great city of Nineveh.  It was 

an “exceedingly” great city—literally “a great city to God” (see ESV footnote).  Perhaps this 

is a reference to God’s care for such a large city—one that required 3 days to walk through it.   

It may also be a declaration that the city belongs to God.  The LORD is the creator God who 

owns everything and everyone.  Both Nineveh and Jerusalem belong to him.  Both cities are 

under his shepherding care.  The 3 days in Nineveh contrasts with Jonah’s 3 days in the great 

fish (Jon 1:17).  This timeframe of 3 days possibly refers to the time it would take Jonah to 

visit the city, preach throughout its neighborhoods, and speak to the city officials whose job it 

was to receive prophets and hear their messages.  Archaeology shows that the later capital 
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city of Nineveh was 8 miles in perimeter containing 1700 acres.  The population was 

probably somewhere around 120,000 to 170,000 people.  Another option is that “three days 

journey” is figurative and idiomatic.  Scholars suggest that ancients used the term “three days 

journey” to refer to a long journey and “one day journey” to a short trip.
2
  This interpretation 

fits well with the narrative.  Nineveh was 500-600 miles away from Jonah on the beach 

(much further than 3 days of travel), and Jonah probably did not walk one whole day into the 

city before beginning to preach. 

9. Vv3-5.  Jonah was a nationalistic and militaristic person who prophesied in the northern 

kingdom of Israel during the reign of Jeroboam II (2 Kgs 14:23-25).  When God showed 

mercy to the Ninevites he humbled this angry and zealously patriotic prophet.  Perhaps that is 

why God called Jonah in particular for this mission!  If our patriotism causes us to see 

ourselves and our country in the best possible light, and to see countries (and others of a 

different political party, ethnicity, skin color, subculture, or language within our own country) 

in a poorer light, then we need to learn this lesson of Jonah—that God loves people who are 

not like us, and the faith of others may in fact shame us. 

10. V4. See NET tn for v. 2 which explains the shift in the Hebrew from the more negative “call 

out” in verse 2 to the more positive “proclaim against” in verse 4 that implied that the 

judgment is conditioned on whether the Ninevites repent. 

11. V4.  Notice the terseness of Jonah’s message (just 5 words in the Hebrew).  Was Jonah’s 

sermon in reality this short, or is this a distillation of his proclamation?  There is no way to be 

sure, although the text records only these words as his message to the Ninevites.  But his 

message seems to not include a contingency clause promising God’s forgiveness if the people 

repented (but cf. NET tn for v. 2; note the king’s uncertainty regarding the LORD’s will in v. 

9).  Regardless, it seems to fit with the character of Jonah that he would preach such a brief 

sermon since he was not rooting for Nineveh to repent so that God would judge them.  After 

all, Jonah obeyed God but he still hated Israel’s enemy Assyria and its capital city of 

Nineveh.  Jonah must have been afraid to preach in Nineveh.  Prophets were used to people 

rejecting their messages—sometimes with hostility (Jer 26:8)!  At this point in the story, the 

reader is in suspence.  What will happen to Jonah?  Will the people listen and repent, ignore 

him, or tear him to pieces? 

12. V4. Jonah’s threat that Nineveh will be “overthrown” is the same word used to threaten 

Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen 19:21, 25, 29).  This invites us to compare Abraham’s 

intercession for Sodom before God with Jonah’s attitude toward the similarly wicked city of 

Nineveh.  Abraham is the model; Jonah is the example of who not to emulate.  Recall that 

Jesus also lamented and interceded on behalf of a city (Mt 23:37-39).  Jesus preached to, 

interceded for, and lamented the fate of Jerusalem, for they rebelled against the great Jonah in 

their midst, and disregarded the greater “sign of Jonah” (Mt 16:4; Lk 11:29-32). 

13. Vv5-9.  The repentance of the Ninevites foreshadows the repentance and conversion of great 

numbers of Gentiles in the new covenant era.  The people of Nineveh respond to the “sign of 
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Jonah” (his preaching coupled with his rescue from the great fish’s belly after 3 days and 

nights) which is the “sign of Jesus” given to the generation of Jews during the time of Jesus.  

The “sign of Jesus” (his preaching of the gospel and his death, burial, and resurrection) is 

also the sign for unbelievers today.  Jesus is the “greater Jonah”: while Jonah reluctantly 

preached to a city full of sinners against his will, Jesus willingly preached the gospel of God 

and freely gave his own life for many. 

14. V5. Remarkably the people of Nineveh believed [in] God!  History records that in the early 

8
th

 century B.C. the Assyrian empire experienced hostile foreign invasion, famine, solar 

eclipse, a major flood and earthquake, and rebellion, which may help explain from a religio-

sociological perspective why the Ninevites eagerly listened to Jonah’s message and 

responded with swift, thorough, and mournful repentance.  But above all these reasons, we 

must remember that it is the LORD who sovereignly purposed that they should repent, and 

thereby ordained those naturalistic disasters to prepare Nineveh for Jonah’s message. 

15. V5. This is the second time in the book where pagans respond favorably to the LORD (cf. 

Jon 1:16).  This is what Jonah feared would happen.  He knows that the LORD is merciful 

and gracious (Ex 34:6-7), a God who delights in forgiving repentant sinners.  That they 

clothed themselves in sackcloth and fasted is evidence of their sincere repentance.  Notice 

also that the text emphasizes that everyone repented (“from the greatest of them to the least”).  

However, this is most likely not a true revival of an entire city turning to the LORD.  More 

likely is that the city sincerely and ritualistically asked the god of the Hebrews to forgive 

them, without becoming monotheistic worshipers of the LORD.  Even Jesus recognized a 

type of “belief” that did not attain to salvation because it was not a saving belief (Jn 2:23).  

Even so, how the city of Nineveh must have shamed the nation of Israel by their repentance!  

History records that soon after Israel was “shamed” (conquered) by the powerful Assyrian 

empire which God ordained as a punishment for Israel’s unrepentant response to his 

prophets.  Similarly in the days of Jesus the people of Israel were shamed by the men of 

Nineveh.  Nineveh repented while Israel did not (Lk 11:32).  The principle is that the more 

notable the privilege, the less responsive hardened sinners are to the message of the gospel.  

Nineveh’s repentance served as a historical indictment against hard-heartedness in Jesus’ 

day—and still serves this purpose today!  Israel heard many prophets calling for their 

repentance, but they refused to listen and even killed the prophets!  Nineveh heard one 

sermon and it was enough, they listened to God’s prophet and sorrowfully repented of their 

sins. 

16. V5. Are these outward expressions of repentance a model for your repentance?  In other 

words, do you have to wear burlap and sit in the fireplace when you are confessing your sins 

and resolving to change?  Not really, although it wouldn’t hurt you to express your inner 

humility with some outward expression of repentance.  God cares about your heart first.  

Changed behavior without a changed mind toward sin is merely cosmetic change.  But inner 

repentance necessarily works itself out in changed behavior.  If you are truly sorry for a sin of 

which you’ve repented, that sorrow will often be noticeable to others who know you well.  

They might see evidence of repentance in your demeanor, your words, your patience when 

confronted with adversity or frustration, your facial expressions toward others, and yes, even 

your clothing of choice.  Clothing that sends proud, superior, irreverent, or immodest 

messages can contradict and even derail a repentant heart.  Ancient people understood that 
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the body and soul form a unit, only unnaturally separated at death.  Therefore your body 

presentation affects your soul, and your soul should affect your body presentation. 

17. V6. If Nineveh was the capital city of the Assyrian empire at this time (and there is some 

evidence that it could have been), then the king of Nineveh was the ruler of an empire, not 

merely a city-state king (cf. 1 Kgs 21:1).  If Nineveh was not yet the Assyrian empire’s 

capital city, then the “king” was a provincial governor of the city.  Even the king of Nineveh 

repented—actually taking responsibility to lead his city in corporate repentance.  He arose 

from his throne to remove his royal clothes (literally his “glory”) and then covered himself 

with sackcloth.  In this state of mourning he sat in a heap of ashes.  This demonstrated a true 

fast (Isa 58:5).  There is a literary symmetry to the transformation of the king’s position: he 

exchanged his royal throne (A) for a throne of ashes (A’), and his royal robes (B) for 

sackcloth (B’).  The chiastic pattern is A-B-B’-A’.  Jonah success in preaching to the king of 

the Gentile city of Nineveh is a sharp contrast with the failure of Israel’s prophets calling its 

kings to repentance (Jer 36:9-32). 

18. V6. The method by which the word of Jonah reached the king was probably directly from 

Jonah’s mouth.  Special delegates to Assyria send from other nations were given access to 

both city officials and the king’s palace.  Foreign prophets were also received this way since 

they were viewed as ambassadors, so that Jonah may have been granted the official audience 

of the king and his court officials (cf. 1 Kgs 22). 

19. V7.  The king of Nineveh issued a royal decree to enforce the fasting of food and water.  

Everyone in his kingdom was to participate in mourning for sin—including all the 

domesticated animals! 

20. V8.  The king of Nineveh decreed that men and beasts should wear sackcloth (the clothing of 

mourning and repentance of sin) and call out with strength to God for mercy.  Such posturing 

was to be accompanied by repentance from every person’s particular sin and especially the 

violence of which they were guilty.  What were the sins of Nineveh?  The prophet Nahum 

(who later prophesied doom on Nineveh that did come to pass) confronted the city with the 

sins of ”plotting evil against the LORD, cruelty and plundering in war, prostitution, 

witchcraft and commercial exploitation” (Nah 1:11; 2:12-13; 3:1, 4-7, 16, 19).
3
  Notice that 

their confession of sin was specific.  No vague or superficial repentance will suffice.  

Repentance that God regards as true must be accompanied by a change from wrong to right 

behavior.  Even so, genuine repentance does not require God’s relenting from judgment.  

Deliverance from the just penalty for sin is only by the grace and mercy of God. 

21. V9.  The king’s decree concluded by reasoning that perhaps God would relent from his 

burning anger toward them for their sin, and relent from destroying them.  The king is 

expressing hope in the mercy of God (cf. 2 Sam 12:22; Joel 2:14).  This is a key theme in the 

book: Who knows whether God will forgive and relent from promised judgment if we 

repent?  Note the king’s hope of not dying parallels the hope of the ship’s captain in chapter 
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1.  Ironically (and sadly) Jonah does not share the hope that God will be merciful to repentant 

sinners. 

22. V10. God indeed saw the actions of the Ninevites and heard their cries for forgiveness.  He 

saw in their actions and hearts that they had truly repented of their evil ways and their 

violence.  Therefore God relented from the disaster that he had planned for Nineveh.  God 

had pity on this great city (Jon 4:11).  Jonah’s worst fears had been realized!  The people of 

Nineveh responded according to their culture’s religious traditions regarding proper 

repentance, yet God graciously accepted it and forgave them.  Note that although their 

repentance was genuine, it was nevertheless temporary.  God eventually judged the Ninevites 

in 612 B.C. (cf. the prophecies of Habakkuk and Nahum) when the Babylonians destroyed 

the city and thus brought the Assyrian empire to an inglorious end. 

23. V10.  Did God’s prophecy not come true?  Did God not foresee that Nineveh would repent in 

response to Jonah’s preaching?  Did God change his mind and will by not bringing the 

promised disaster upon Nineveh?  The best way to answer these questions is to understand 

Jonah’s message as conditional—as a prophetic threat, not an absolute condemnation.  Even 

if this was not entirely clear to the king of Nineveh and his people, Jonah understood that 

God’s message of judgment was contingent on whether Nineveh repented or not.  Therefore 

God did not change his mind, rather he eternally willed that judgment would be contingent 

on whether Nineveh refused to repent.  From the human (temporal) point of view, it appears 

that God responds to unforeseen human action; from the divine (eternal) point of view, it 

becomes clear that God ordains the means (human repentance) as well as the ends (divine 

relenting).  God does not change his mind or alter his will (Num 23:19; 1 Sam 15:29).  This 

passage does not contradict the doctrine of God’s foreknowledge (Ps 139:4; Isa 46:10; Dan 

2:28-29).  God knew what the Ninevites would do, and he knew his message of judgment 

was conditioned on their response.  The LORD ordains the means as well as the ends of his 

sovereign plans.  He is free (because he is God!) to make his own response contingent on the 

response of people (Ex 32:14; Jer 18:7-10; Am 7:3-6), although he knows the end from the 

beginning (Isa 46:8-11).  Many times God works in this manner, either to nullify, postpone, 

lessen, or increase his predictions.  But remember that however God chooses to respond to 

sin, it is always the case that salvation is always directly related to God’s sovereignty.  There 

is no nation, no family, no individual whom God cannot judge or save.  He exercises power 

doing both. 

24. V10.  What does it mean that God “relented” (or in older translations—“repented”)?  It does 

not mean that God changed his mind by responding to an open future.  This text is not 

evidence for the heresy of open theism which denies the orthodox doctrine of God’s 

immuntability.  Rather it is an anthropopathic way of bridging the communicative gap 

between God and man.  Scriptural language works analogically when it describes the nature 

and actions of God.  Maintaining the Creator-creature distinction requires that we must 

understand God’s “relenting/repenting” as an analogy of human relenting/repenting.  

Scripture teaches that God knows everything and determines the course of history, so when 

he “relents/repents” it is a way of describing God’s action in graciously condescending 

human language that we may understand the thoughts of God which are higher than our own.  

This is the classic orthodox expression of the God’s immutability or unchangeableness. 
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25. V10.  The OT God is not, as some contend, a nationalistic god.  He is a God who loves the 

nations and desires they turn from sin to find salvation in his mercy.  Jonah knew this but did 

not like this aspect of God.  He enjoyed God’s blessing, but when called to be a blessing 

Jonah objected.  Notice that Jonah is the only Israelite character in the entire book, and he is 

even a prophet!  Prophets were the servants of the LORD and paragons of virtue.  The 

implication is not that Jonah is unlike Israel, but that Jonah represents Israel.  Therefore 

Jonah’s sins are Israel’s sins.  Jonah’s heart attitude toward pagans is Israel’s attitude.  If 

Jonah does not understand God’s love for the lost, then how much worse is Israel’s 

understanding of God’s love?  God’s blessing is never an end in itself for us.  From the 

beginning, God’s call was to bless his children to be a blessing to all the families of the earth 

(Gen 12:1-3; Dt 4:6-8; 1 Kgs 8:57-61).  Through the preaching of Jonah God reminds the 

Church of their evangelistic and missionary purposes.  God expects the Church to treasure 

and share the gospel with our neighbors, even to the ends of the earth.  God expects the 

Church to remain on mission.  God expects us to be missionaries wherever we are and 

wherever he sends us.  God loves people who are not in our group, who do not share our 

background, our culture, our race, or our denomination.  God even loves people of other 

religions!  He desires that all kinds of people turn from their evil ways, their selfishness, their 

idol-worship, their self-worship, their unconscious and conscious atheism, their half-hearted 

worship, their presumptuous religion, their divided loyalties, whatever that keeps them from 

giving their life completely to him.  Jonah’s experience teaches us that we cannot love God 

rightly if we do not love others (Lk 10:25-37). 

God really is a just God when he forgives sin.  He is just because the penalty is not merely 

erased—that is injustice.  It is transferred to himself.  Rather than sinners suffering the just 

punishment their sins deserve, God suffers the punishment our sins deserve.  God suffered 

the penalty when the perfectly righteous Son of God hung on the cross under the wrath of 

God for the sins of the forgiven.  Jesus Christ, as he bled and died on the cross, took upon 

himself the evil which was the wages of man’s sin.  He died so that Jew and Gentile might be 

forgiven.  He died so natural enemies might be reconciled to God and each other.  He died to 

accomplish a salvation for his people than makes our history of sin pale in comparison to 

God’s immense forgiveness. 
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7 Sermon References 

2 Corinthians 7:9-11a  9 As it is, I rejoice, not because you were grieved, but because you were 
grieved into repenting. For you felt a godly grief, so that you suffered no loss through us.  10 For 
godly grief produces a repentance that leads to salvation without regret, whereas worldly grief 
produces death.  11 For see what earnestness this godly grief has produced in you, but also 
what eagerness to clear yourselves, what indignation, what fear, what longing, what zeal, what 
punishment! 

Romans 9:14-18   14 What shall we say then? Is there injustice on God's part? By no means!  15 
For he says to Moses, "I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on 
whom I have compassion."  16 So then it depends not on human will or exertion, but on God, 
who has mercy.  17 For the Scripture says to Pharaoh, "For this very purpose I have raised you 
up, that I might show my power in you, and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth."  
18 So then he has mercy on whomever he wills, and he hardens whomever he wills. 

Numbers 23:19   19 God is not man, that he should lie, or a son of man, that he should change 
his mind. Has he said, and will he not do it? Or has he spoken, and will he not fulfill it? 

Isaiah 46:8-11   8 "Remember this and stand firm, recall it to mind, you transgressors,  9 
remember the former things of old; for I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and there is 
none like me,  10 declaring the end from the beginning and from ancient times things not yet 
done, saying, 'My counsel shall stand, and I will accomplish all my purpose,'  11 calling a bird of 
prey from the east, the man of my counsel from a far country. I have spoken, and I will bring it to 
pass; I have purposed, and I will do it. 

Jeremiah 18:7-10   7 If at any time I declare concerning a nation or a kingdom, that I will pluck 
up and break down and destroy it,  8 and if that nation, concerning which I have spoken, turns 
from its evil, I will relent of the disaster that I intended to do to it.  9 And if at any time I declare 
concerning a nation or a kingdom that I will build and plant it,  10 and if it does evil in my sight, 
not listening to my voice, then I will relent of the good that I had intended to do to it. 

Acts 2:22-23   22 "Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to you by 
God with mighty works and wonders and signs that God did through him in your midst, as you 
yourselves know--  23 this Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge 
of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men. 

Genesis 12:1-3  Now the LORD said to Abram, "Go from your country and your kindred and 
your father's house to the land that I will show you.  2 And I will make of you a great nation, and I 
will bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing.  3 I will bless those who 
bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall 
be blessed." 

 

 




