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Jonah 1:1-3a 

1 The word of the LORD came to Jonah son of Amittai: 2 "Go to the great city 
Nineveh and preach against it, because its wickedness has come up before me." 
3 But Jonah ran away from the LORD and headed for Tarshish.  

New International Version 

 
For the next three weeks we’re going to be looking at that popular             

Sunday school story of Jonah and the what? Was it really a whale? The Bible               

says only that it was a big fish. It’s popular partly because Jonah gets              

swallowed by this big fish and somehow manages to survive. But that’s not             

even the point of the story.  

 

The point of the story is that God is a merciful God, slow to anger and                

one who gives us multiple chances in life. It’s about how God loved a city that                

to many didn’t deserve to be loved let alone have a second chance. Maybe              

there’s somebody in your life that you gave and gave to but continually             

betrayed you. Imagine God never giving up on that person and calling you to              

go help them again. When would enough help be enough? The good news for              

us in this story is that God never, ever gives up on us or anyone around us.  
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That’s the story of Jonah. We know almost nothing about this man            

except his father’s name and that he was a prophet. That’s it. We don’t even               

know whether Jonah was a real person or a teaching tool like the sower in               

Jesus’ parable.  But again, none of that is the point of the story.  

 

God has called Jonah to go to Nineveh to warn them to repent so they               

can turn back to God before it’s too late. Preaching to folks against what              

they’re doing is really draining. It’s kind of a form of confrontation. How many              

of us like to confront people? But of course, sometimes we need to be              

preached at. Sometimes even good Christ followers do things that aren’t right            

and we need a good, strong talking to.  That’s why God has prophets.  

 

But it wasn’t conflict that Jonah wanted to avoid. I mean he was a              

prophet and part of being a prophet involves being confrontational. For a            

prophet to not want to be confrontational would be like a plumber saying he              

didn’t want to get his hands dirty. No, Jonah didn’t mind confrontation. He             

just didn’t like Nineveh and he didn’t want God to give them an opportunity to               

repent. He wanted them to get what they deserved. Ever think that about             

someone? 

 

In our previous series, we studied the Jesus Creed: Hear O Israel, the             
Lord our God, the Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul,                 
mind and strength and love your neighbor as yourself. As a prophet of God we                

might assume Jonah loved the Lord our God. And it would have been out of               

that love for God that he preached for God. But loving his neighbor as himself,               

well that would be a little more challenging. That’s always the challenge of the              

Jesus Creed. We can say we love God but to show it in tangible ways to people                 

we’ve given up on, that’s another thing.  

 

So what was so bad about Nineveh? At the time it was the largest city in                

the recorded world. It was even the capital of a great world power called              

Assyria. In the seventh and eighth centuries BC, Assyria chewed up and spit             
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out countries right and left. It would put the populations of countries it             

defeated on death marches. It practiced genocide basically as state policy.  

 

Not much has changed in that part of the world. Geographically,           

Nineveh is located near Mosul in Iraq. We know Mosul because that was an              

ISIS hotbed of fighting for at least a decade. Nineveh was even occupied by              

ISIS in 2010 where they managed to foolishly destroy a lot of the existing              

historical artifacts. But that’s ISIS and they would have fit in well in Assyria in               

Jonah’s day.  

 

During Jonah’s time, Assyria had invaded the ten northern tribes of           

Israel and basically obliterated them. This would be like when Iraq under            

Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait and what would have happened if the United            

States hadn’t intervened. So obviously Assyria would be a much hated place            

for a Jew like Jonah.  

 

"The Word of the Lord came to Jonah, 'Go to the great city of Nineveh and                
preach against it.'" That phrase “the word of the Lord came to Jonah” implies              

that a specific message came to him. Nineveh at that time was a real city filled                

with real people doing really awful things against God and God’s people. Their             

respect and fear of God was gone. That’s why verse two quotes God justifying              

why he wants Jonah to preach against Nineveh “because its wickedness has            
come up before me.”   

 

Jonah was being called not to be a reconcilier per se but a prophet to               

preach against the evil things they were doing. Why? To give them an             

opportunity to change before it’s too late. That’s the story of Jonah who had a               

pretty specific calling.  

 

While most of us aren’t prophets, as followers of Christ, we too all have a               

calling and I think fairly specific. We just have to discover it. Let’s say you’re               

reading an article about an injustice against God’s creation, something having           

to do with the environment. Let’s say you’re emotionally moved to where you             
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feel energized that something needs to be done about this injustice. Maybe it             

involves the environment or children or immigration. You’re emotionally         

moved enough to do something about it even if it’s just to research a little               

more about it.  

 

Let’s say eventually you find out there’s something you can do about the             

injustice. You find a way to get involved. That in a sense is a calling. Any                

desire to bring positive change to God’s world can be seen as a calling. When               

you get to the point where your intellect, that is the knowledge in your head,               

matches your heart (your emotions) then you have a calling. God’s calling to             

us all is to make a positive difference in the world. That calling can come to us                 

from reading, television, movies, conversations, sermons and sometimes in         

quiet, reflective prayer.  God uses all of those methods.  

 

Once you know your calling, you have a choice to make; ignore it and              

hope it goes away, run from it and hope not to run into any reminders of it or                  

thirdly, actually dig in and fulfill it. We all know what Jonah did. 3 But Jonah                
ran away from the LORD and headed for Tarshish. He thought he could run away               
from his calling by moving geographically.  

 
Apparently Jonah thought he could run from a calling. That never works.            

He headed for Tarshish. Anybody want to guess what direction Tarshish was            

in? Of course, it was the exact opposite direction of Nineveh. It wasn’t like              

Tarshish was on his way to Nineveh and he wanted to pick up his favorite               

donuts there. It would be like God telling you to go to San Francisco and you                

head for San Diego. The text says in verse 2, "But Jonah ran away from the                

Lord, and headed for Tarshish." 

 

Besides being in the opposite direction of Nineveh, Tarshish would have           

been the kind of place where you would least expect to be encouraged in the               

faith. Scholars are uncertain about the exact identity of this city, but the most              

likely candidate is a town on the coast of Spain at the far western edge of the                 

Mediterranean – in other words, what would have been in Jonah’s day the far              
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edge of the known world. The important point about Tarshish is that there             

would have been few if any places of monotheistic worship there or people             

who would have encouraged him in the faith of our God.  

 

The people there for the most part didn't worship the God of Israel. It              

might have been a solid strategy. I mean if you’re going to ignore or run from                

a God calling don’t go somewhere where people are passionate about God.            

Don’t go somewhere where you’re going to run into God's passionate people.            

Instead go to a church where the people aren’t very passionate about            

anything. Jonah wanted to be a safe distance from anything that reminded            

him of God and God’s calling. That’s why he didn’t just stay home in Israel and                

try to ignore the calling.  There would have been too many reminders there.  

 

But realistically where can we really hide? One of the things about            

ignoring a calling is, it requires an illusion that you won't get caught. But              

that’s just an illusion because we’re going to get caught.  Guaranteed.  

 

John Ortberg tells the story of a football player who was kind of             

struggling in his class work, and he was sitting across from the smartest kid in               

class. The professor told the football player that he must have cheated on a              

test, sitting across from this real smart kid. He said to the boys, "You both got                

the exact same score on the test and you just got one question wrong." The               

football player said, "Well, that could have been a coincidence." The professor            

said, "Yeah, but you both got the same question wrong." The football player             

said, "Ah, well, that could have been a coincidence." The professor said, "But             

the best student's paper said, 'I don't know the answer to this question, ' and               

your paper said, 'I don't know the answer either.'" I don't know if it happened               

or not, but it should have if it didn't. 

 

The story of Jonah is the story of how God never wants to give up on                

anyone even if we do. God was so determined that no one perish, that he paid                

the price for each and everyone of us. The blood of God’s perfect Son was               

shed so that we’d be forgiven. Don’t you think there were obnoxious people,             
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even whole obnoxious families whom God would just as soon see destroyed as             

forgiven?  Of course.  But God’s love just never gives up on anyone.  

 

And all God asks from us in return for not giving up on us is to love him                  

with all our heart, soul, strength and mind and our neighbors as ourself.             

That’s it.  

 

But what if you just don’t want to do it because you despise someone?              

Maybe someone or someones have really burned you in the past and you’d             

just as soon see them burn in hell than see them change? Well the first thing                

you have to do is make sure your mind doesn’t think about the Lord being               

right there beside you. We have to find a way mentally to not think about               

God's presence and God's character and God's will and God's holiness. We            

have to keep our mind thinking about other stuff so it doesn't think about that               

calling. If I want to do something I know is wrong, it always involves me               

running away from places I’ve associated with the Lord. 

 

It may happen like this: I know God is asking me to go to Nineveh but                

that might be kind of unpleasant. I don't want to face the pain so I'll just                

happen to go on a much needed vacation. Or I know God is calling me to serve                 

in such and such an area, but I don't want to serve there. It might be doing                 

something humbling. It might be difficult. It might be scary. So instead of             

doing it, I'll go somewhere that doesn’t remind me of that calling.  

 

Maybe it looks like this: I know God wants me to confess this sin. I know                

God wants me to acknowledge this habit. I know God wants me to let go of this                 

sexual relationship or this sexual habit. I know God wants me to release this              

judgmental attitude in my spirit. I know God wants me to forgive and not be               

bitter. I know, but I don't want to. I'd rather go online and look for a ticket on a                   

ship to Tarshish. That's what Jonah does. He thought, as everyone of us             

sometimes thinks, "I can run from God. Nobody will ever know." Maybe you’re             

there right now.  
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My question for you today as I close is where are you going and why?               

Might Tarshish be on your itinerary? Tarshish may or may not have been a              

real place but it symbolizes that place where we think we can drink as much               

and whatever we want, we can swear whatever we want, and we think we can               

get away from God’s calling of making a positive impact on this world. It’s an               

illusionary vacation spot from God.  

 

But know this, wherever you go, God will be there and so will that              

calling. We can run and we can hide, but in the end God will still be there. So                  

take some time this season and think about what you’re passionate about and             

why.  

 

Remember that God desires that no one should perish but provided a            

way in Jesus Christ for everyone to be forgiven. Then once we know we’re              

forgiven in Christ we’re given a calling to repair God’s world. If you don’t have               

a passion for anything that will improve someone else’s life and make this             

world a better place then maybe you’re actually running from God and don’t             

even realize it. Ask yourself ‘What’s driving me right now to do what I do               

more than anything else?’  Am I running to something or from something?  
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TO LEARN MORE 
 

Join a Life Group  
 

To learn and encourage one another 
 
 

IF YOU’D LIKE TO KNOW HOW TO  
GET STARTED IN FAITH 

 
1. Recognize that everyone has sinned and fallen short of God’s ideal  

Romans 3:23-24 
 

2.  Know that the wages or payment for sinning is death  

Romans 6:23 
 

3.  But God loved us so much that He sent His only Son to die for us 
Romans 5:8 

 
4.  It is our responsibility to accept Jesus Christ as our Savior and allow 
Him to become the master of our life 

Romans 10:13 
 
Invite Jesus into your heart by praying something like the prayer below… 
  
“Dear Lord Jesus, in many ways I have sinned against you.  I am sorry and want to turn from my sinful 
ways.  I invite you to come into my heart and begin to make me like yourself.  I commit my life 
wholeheartedly to you now.  Thank you for saving me.”  
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