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STAND IN AWE OF THE LORD’S COMPASSION 

Jonah 3:1-5, 10 | Third Sunday after the Epiphany | January 12/25, 2015 

The word of the LORD came to Jonah a second time: "Go to the great city of Nineveh and 

proclaim to it the message I give you." 

Jesus

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 

I realized this week that in all the years I 

have had the privilege of serving as a 

pastor I have never preached on a text 

from Jonah. Granted Jonah only comes up 

as an option twice in the three-year 

lectionary. But still, the fact that I have 

never preached on Jonah surprises me. 

The book of Jonah holds a special place in 

the heart of every student who attended 

Northwestern College. You see, Jonah was 

the first book of the Bible that we studied 

on the basis of the Hebrew text. Jonah’s 

Hebrew is pretty simple and therefore it 

was an excellent book for us to cut our 

teeth on. We spent a lot of time tearing 

Jonah apart sentence by sentence, word 

by word, even letter by letter. Doing so 

helped us build confidence that we could 

actually read Hebrew – confidence that 

we would need going forward. For this 

reason most pastors in the WELS will tell 

you that Jonah holds a special place in 

their hearts. 

And I now I have another reason to love 

this little book. After studying the text 

before us I am in awe of the compassion 

of our God. This morning I want to 

encourage you, on the bases of these 

verses from Jonah, to STAND IN AWE OF 

GOD’S COMPASSION. We see it in the way 

God dealt with Jonah. We see it in the 

way he dealt with Nineveh. We see it in 

the way he still deals with us. 

I. Consider How He Dealt with Jonah 

Let’s start with Jonah himself. Our text 

begins: Then the word of the LORD came 

to Jonah a second time: "Go to the great 

city of Nineveh and proclaim to it the 

message I give you." God had told Jonah 

to go and preach in Nineveh once before, 

but Jonah had other ideas. Instead of 

going to Nineveh – a journey of about 600 

miles – Jonah got into a Phoenician cargo 

ship and headed for a placed called 

Tarshish – a journey of about 2,000 miles 

in the opposite direction! This was no 

miscommunication. Jonah told the Lord 

loudly and clearly: “Nope! I won’t do it!” 

God had a clever way of getting Jonah’s 

attention and calling his insubordinate 

prophet to repentance. He sent a storm, 

which threatened to sink the ship. Once it 

became clear that Jonah was the cause of 

the storm the sailors tossed him 

overboard. Everything became calm again. 

But not for Jonah. We’re told: The LORD 

provided a great fish to swallow Jonah, 

and Jonah was inside the fish three days 

and three nights (1:17). 

That sounds awful, and I’m sure it was. 

But God used that fish to save Jonah from 

drowning and to give him the chance to 
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serve again. It was compassion that 

moved God to send the fish. Because of 

the Lord’s compassion Jonah didn’t drown 

in the middle of the Mediterranean. 

Because of the Lord’s compassion Jonah 

didn’t die in obstinate unbelief. Because 

of the Lord’s compassion Jonah was able 

to hear the Lord’s command to preach “a 

second time.” Because of the Lord’s 

compassion Jonah was given a second 

chance. He got to go and preach the 

Lord’s message to the people of the great 

city of Nineveh. 

II. Consider How He Dealt with Nineveh 

Nineveh was one of the capital cities of 

the mighty Assyrian empire, located in 

what is today Iraq and parts of Iran. God 

tells us why he sent Jonah there: “Its 

wickedness has come up before me” 

(1:1). The Assyrian empire was renowned 

for violence and cruelty. Assyrian soldiers 

were famous for taking the severed heads 

of those they defeated in battle and piling 

them up in pyramids as a warning to 

others. The capital city was no different. 

The prophet Nahum calls Nineveh “the 

city of blood … never without victims” 

where people stumbled over the corpses 

piled in the streets (3:1-3).  

Nineveh’s violence and disregard for life 

were bad enough. But her chief 

wickedness in God’s eyes was her idolatry. 

Her citizens were steeped in the 

disgusting worship of false gods. So the 

Lord sent Jonah to preach a very blunt 

message: “Forty more days and Nineveh 

will be destroyed.” 

Do you see the compassion? God didn’t 

have to send a prophet to Nineveh. He 

certainly didn’t have to go through all the 

effort of encouraging a reluctant prophet 

like Jonah. But he did. Why? Because 

Nineveh was a great city. 

Nineveh was a large city covering many 

square miles. It also had a large 

population which some scholars estimate 

at this time was in the hundreds of 

thousands. Nineveh was the capital city, a 

cultural center and military fortress with 

walls 100 feet high and wide enough on 

top for three chariots to travel abreast. 

I don’t think these are the reasons our 

text calls Nineveh a great city. The 

Hebrews says that it was a city “great to 

God.” God certainly wasn’t impressed 

with high walls. It was the population that 

got his attention – thousands upon 

thousands of people living in unbelief, 

headed for destruction, doomed to hell. 

Remember: Our God wants all people to 

be saved and to come to a knowledge of 

the truth (1 Timothy 2:4). The thought of 

anyone dying in unbelief is appalling to 

him. So God bent over backwards to send 

a not-so-eager Hebrew prophet into a 

huge Gentile city to proclaim a less-than-

popular message: “Repent!” 

Jonah was swallowed by a fish and 

survived inside it for three days and three 

nights. That’s a miracle. Here’s another: 

the people of Nineveh repented. The 

Ninevites believed God. They declared a 

fast, and all of them, from the greatest to 

the least, put on sackcloth. They weren’t 

faking it. God’s Word went to their hearts. 

They were sorry for their sins. They 
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trusted in God’s forgiveness. Their 

repentance was genuine. The Lord’s 

reaction makes this clear. When God saw 

what they did and how they turned from 

their evil ways, he had compassion and 

did not bring upon them the destruction 

he had threatened. Real repentance. Real 

forgiveness. Really a miracle. 

III. Consider How He Deals with Us 

So what does this miracle have to do with 

us? These events happened about 28 

centuries ago. It’s ancient history. And 

some would say it’s not even history, but 

just an old fairy tale. Let me assure you 

it’s no fairy tale. It’s God’s Word. And as 

such these events that happened 2,800 

years ago still have a lot to tell us today. 

God says, “I the Lord do not change” 

(Malachi 3:6). What a comfort! The same 

Lord who demonstrated such patience 

and compassion with Jonah, the same 

God who called a wicked city to 

repentance and granted them full 

forgiveness – this is our God. His 

compassion for them was awesome! His 

compassion for us no less so.  

And boy do we need it! We all have more 

than a little Jonah in us. Almighty God 

says, “Jump!” Instead of, “How high?” we 

ask, “How could you, Lord? How could 

you ask me to do such things? Share my 

faith with others? That’s too 

embarrassing. Confess my God boldly? 

Others will be offended. Stand up for the 

truth of God’s Word? People will think I’m 

weird.” Often when God says, “Go this 

way,” we run the other way. Just like 

Jonah. 

We all have a little Nineveh in us too. 

Admit it. We like violence a little too 

much. It’s in our movies and books and 

video games. It’s in our hearts too. We 

may not pull the trigger, we may not wield 

the knife, but we have certainly murdered 

people with our thoughts and carved 

them up with our words. John is blunt 

about this: Anyone who hates his brother 

is a murderer, and you know that no 

murderer has eternal life in him (1 John 

3:15). 

And what about our idolatry? Not us, 

right? Think again. Luther called the 

human heart an idol factory. All kinds of 

false gods role off that assembly line in 

nice bright, harmless-looking packaging: 

money and materialism, pleasure and 

popularity and praise. Everyone thinks this 

way. It seems so natural. It’s our culture. 

It’s no big deal. But a jealous God says: "I 

will not give my glory to another or my 

praise to idols” (Isaiah 42:8). 

One would think that a long time ago a 

just and holy God would have said, 

“Enough! Away with you! Get out of my 

sight! Your disobedience and depravity 

disgust me! You go straight to hell where 

you belong!” He should have said it to 

Jonah! He should have said it to the 

Ninevites! He should say it to us! 

But he doesn’t! Why? Because he is “the 

LORD, the LORD, the compassionate and 

gracious God” (Exodus 34:6). Our sins 

condemn us to hell, but God’s compassion 

gives us heaven.  

God’s compassion galvanized him into 

action. His compassionate heart the tiny 
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chest of an infant boy, God himself in 

human flesh, our Substitute under the law 

which he fulfilled perfectly for us. His 

compassionate hands – hands that never 

hurt but only helped and healed – 

stretched out on the cross to receive nails 

made for criminals. He was pierced for 

our transgressions (Isaiah 53:5). His blood 

purifies us from all sin (1 John 1:7). His 

compassion shines from the empty tomb. 

Like Jonah in the belly of a fish, Jesus 

spent three days in the belly of the grave.   

But also like Jonah God brought him out 

again. Jesus rose. He left the tomb vacant 

for us and for our salvation, the guarantee 

of death’s death and the assurance of an 

open heaven. This compassionate God 

loves us, forgives us, saves us – every 

single day without fail. 

And as if that wasn’t compassion enough! 

The God of compassion hears our prayers, 

heals our hearts, gives purpose to our 

lives, provides everything body and soul 

need, and causes every last thing that 

happens in this world to serve our eternal 

good! God’s compassion is ridiculous! And 

it’s ours in Christ. 

The psalmist wrote: The LORD is gracious 

and righteous; our God is full of 

compassion (116:15). Paul wrote to the 

Corinthians: Praise be to the God and 

Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the 

Father of compassion (2 Corinthians 1:3). 

This is our God – the God of second 

chances, the God of undeserved love! 

What a joy to call ourselves his children! 

What a thrill to proclaim the powerful 

message of his love with the world! What 

a pleasure to serve him and our neighbor 

in thanks for his grace! What else can we 

do but STAND IN AWE OF THE LORD’S 

COMPASSION? Amen. 

S.D.G. 

 

 


