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“Mercy” 

Before I get started this morning, I have a favor to ask.  I want you to think of a 

person you find difficult to like.  It could be a co-worker maybe, your boss, a 

colleague, an ex, maybe the boyfriend or girlfriend of a friend of yours, perhaps a 

relative.  Who in your life do you find difficult to like? 

During this sermon I want you to keep that person in the back of your mind. 

On to Jonah . . .  

For some reason, we love to make Jonah into a children’s Saturday morning 

cartoon show or a Veggie Tales movie.  But Jonah is no children’s story – it’s a real 

story – and a timely one at that – because it’s a story about someone who has 

seen the undeserved mercy of God and doesn’t like it one bit. 

You might recall that Jonah was a prophet whom God sent to Ninevah, to tell 

those wicked Ninevites to repent or God would destroy them.   But Jonah’s no 

Peter, Andrew, James or John.  He doesn’t leave what he’s doing and immediately 

follow God’s call.  In fact, he jumps on the first boat going in the opposite 

direction of Ninevah and hides in the hold of the boat, hoping that somehow God 

won’t notice.  It would be like Peter, Andrew, James and John, upon meeting 

Jesus, jumping into their fishing boats and rowing like madmen for the opposite 

shore, as far away from Jesus as they could get.    

We would never, in a million years, expect Peter, Andrew, James and John to do 

that, would we?  That sure would change the story! 

Well, the people who first listened to the story of Jonah would have been as 

shocked by Jonah’s behavior as we would be of the disciples if they did that.  For 

you see, prophets didn’t go running in the opposite direction.  They did exactly as 

God told them to do.  But not Jonah.  Jonah has the dubious honor of being the 

only prophet whom God called twice.   



For those of you reading Crossan’s book “The Power of Parable” with the Adult 

Discussion Group, you know that the traditional biblical prophet is obedient to 

God.  In fact, the very word prophet comes from two Greek words: pro-meaning 

for, and phemi, meaning to speak.  A prophet is one who speaks for God; so it’s 

redundant to say that a prophet is obedient, that was a given; and it’s an 

oxymoron to say someone is a disobedient prophet – because that’s a 

contradiction in terms.  It’s like saying the shape of something is a square circle.   

So here we have Jonah, who is a very reluctant prophet to say the least.  Why, 

you might ask?  Because Jonah found the Ninevites difficult to like, and he knew 

that if he went to that city and told those Ninevites to repent or risk being 

destroyed by God, that they would repent and God, being a much more gracious 

figure than Jonah, would forgive those Ninevites and save them from eternal 

doom.  And Jonah didn’t like the thought of that at all.  Not one little bit. Because 

Jonah wanted those people to get what they deserved.   

Ninevah had always been at odds with Jerusalem; and therefore, the Ninevites 

didn’t much get along with the Israelites.  Ninevah was located on the east bank 

of the Tigris River, in what is now modern day Iraq, near Mosul.  It was a city in 

the Assyrian Empire, and it was the Assyrians who destroyed the northern half of 

Israel in 721 BCE and deported all its citizens.  Kicked ‘em out.  Most of the 

references in the Bible to Assyria are negative, and Ninevah itself is code for 

“most evil city”, an example of a government and citizenry that should not be 

emulated. 

So it really should not come as a shock to any of us to learn that Jonah wanted the 

Ninevites to get what they deserved.  Any of us would feel the same way.   

But God, being a gracious God, feels differently.  So God sends a great storm to 

come upon that ship that Jonah’s hiding in, and sure enough when the sailors 

realize that Jonah is the source of their troubles they throw him overboard, and 

along comes that big fish and swallows Jonah whole.   Now before we talk about 

that fish, it’s worth pointing out that the sailors had more respect for God than 

Jonah did, because they offered a sacrifice to the Lord, even though he wasn’t 

their Lord, which is more than you can say for Jonah. 

So they throw Jonah overboard, where the fish – whom God sent to bring Jonah 

home – swallows him whole.  But even the fish can’t take the belly-aching 



prophet, it gave him a belly ache, so he spews him onto the shore – quite a hurl – 

and God tells Jonah again, go to Ninevah. 

And this time, Jonah goes.  But even then it’s a half-hearted proclamation on his 

part.  The Bible tells us it would take 3 days to walk across Ninevah, but Jonah 

only spent one day in the city, only goes 1/3 of the way, and preaches the 

shortest sermon ever recorded, the briefest threat in the history of prophecy: it’s 

only 8 words:  Forty days more and Ninevah will be overthrown!”  That’s what 

Jonah declares. 

Who knows?  Maybe he thought . . .more like maybe he was wishing and praying . 

. .that the Ninevites wouldn’t hear him and they’d get what they deserved.  But 

you know that’s not what happens.  The Ninevites response is immediate.  It was 

as immediate as Peter, Andrews, James, and John’s.  They believed God, 

proclaimed a fast, and everyone from the youngest to the greatest, put on a 

sackcloth.  And, just to add a little humor to the story, the king orders that even 

the animals will put on a sackcloth.  So now you have all these sackcloth covered 

cows and sheep and people bellowing out their repentance to God, and God 

changes God’s mind, and the people are saved.   

And Jonah, poor Jonah, who now has the dubious honor of being the most 

successful prophet in all the Bible, doesn’t like it one bit.   

“Lord,” he says.  “Didn’t I tell you this is what would happen?  That’s why I ran off 

to Tarshish!  I knew you would be gracious and merciful.  I knew this would 

happen!  Knew you’d turn your plans of punishment into a program of 

forgiveness!”  

So Jonah goes off and pouts under the shade of a tree, shade that God provided 

for him, by the way.  But even God got tired of the pouting, as all parents do, so 

God sends a worm to eat the leaves of the tree so there wouldn’t be any more 

shade for Jonah.  Well, that was the final nail in the coffin for Jonah.  The lack of 

shade sends him into a childlike temper tantrum.   

And that’s when God says to Jonah, in the final scene of this story:  “Let me get 

this straight.  You’re going to cry over a shade tree losing its leaves, a tree which – 

may I point out – you neither planted nor watered – but you can’t find pleasure in 



more than 120,000 people being saved from destruction, to say nothing of the 

innocent animals?”  

And there it is, just left hanging there, a good question and a self-absorbed 

prophet, who was pouting because God is plentiful in mercy, slow to anger, and 

abounding in steadfast love. 

Poor Jonah, he just couldn’t get with the program.  Can’t get with the program 

that God is plentiful in mercy, mercy he counts on receiving himself, but can’t 

stand when it’s extended to someone he thinks doesn’t deserve it.   

Now friends, I want you to think about that person you don’t like, the one you 

thought of at the beginning of this sermon, and I trust we can all be honest here, 

and admit that there’s a little bit of Jonah in us all.   

This story of Jonah, this story we try to make into a children’s story because we 

really don’t want to hear what it says about us . . . this story flies in the face of 

everything we hold dear, things like an ordered and responsible society where 

bad practice doesn’t go unchallenged and mercy is only extended to those we 

think deserve it.  If someone is stealing they’re trampling on the rights of others; if 

someone takes another’s life, they must be held accountable; if a debt is owed, it 

must be repaid.  This is how you maintain order in a society, and these are the 

rules by which we must live.  An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, you get what 

you pay for, what goes around comes around, a day’s work for a day’s wages.  

That’s what we like, isn’t it?  Rules.  Clarity.  Do this and that happens.  Not this 

mercy stuff. 

Of course, there is a problem with all of that.  Mahatma Ghandi pointed out the 

problem with the punishment with an eye for an eye.  Pretty soon everyone is 

blind.   And a tooth for a tooth?  Pretty soon everyone is gumming their food. 

Friends, all of can look around us, whether that’s at school or work, our office or 
our family, and see people we don’t like, people who may not deserve mercy, but 
who sure do need it.  And the truth is, if we look in the mirror, we’re likely to see 
someone who doesn’t always deserve mercy, but who sure does need it 
nevertheless.  Every single one of us could use some mercy now and again.  And 
can we be honest?  None of us want what we deserve, we want more than we 
deserve.  We want the gracious love and mercy of God that knows no bounds.   
 



The poet Scott Cairns points us to the underserved nature of mercy and why we 

count on it so much.  He writes: 

The thing to remember is how 
tentative all of this really is. 
You could wake up dead. 
Or the woman you love 
could decide you’re ugly. 
Maybe she’ll finally give up 
trying to ignore the way 
you floss your teeth as you 
watch television.  All I’m saying 
is that there are no sure things here. 
I mean, you’ll probably wake up alive 
and she’ll probably keep putting off 
any actual decision about your looks. 
Could be she’ll be glad your teeth 
are so clean.  The morning could 
be full of all the love and kindness 
you need.  Just don’t go thinking 
you deserve any of it.  

 
Friends, it’s not easy to follow God.  Sometimes God asks us to do things we’d 
rather not do, like show mercy to people we don’t like.  But God is not ours alone, 
and God transcends all of the barriers and restrictions we put in place, thank God. 
 
There’s an old Peanuts cartoon that depicts this so well.  Snoopy is sitting on top 
his doghouse when Charlie Brown walks by and asks what he’s writing.  “It’s a 
book on theology,” Snoopy says.  “And what are you going to call it?”  Charlie 
Brown asks.  To which Snoopy says, “I’m going to call it, ‘Have You Ever 
Considered You Might Be Wrong?’” 
 
Jonah would have done well to read that book, had it been around in his day, of 
course. 
 
In his second inaugural address, Abraham Lincoln mused about the Civil War and 
said, “Both sides read the same Bible and pray to the same God and invoke his aid 



against the other.”  But Lincoln, a pretty decent theologian, noted that God could 
not answer the prayers of both, and probably not either, for that matter. 
 
See here’s the thing, the thing you learn if you follow God long enough, and it is 

that God is God and does not act or think as we think God should act or think.  

There’s a piece of me that has a problem with that, which finds that a hard pill to 

swallow, because there are people I find difficult to like, and sometimes I think 

they should get what they deserve.  But then I come to my senses, or at least tell 

myself I should come to my senses, and say “Thank God for that.”  Thank you 

God, for not being as petty or spiteful as me.  Because I don’t want what I 

deserve; I want what I need; want what I’m counting on; and I’m counting on 

mercy.  Are you? 

Amen. 
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