Sermon Sunday 30th August 2009 – Jonah 3 

I don’t know if you managed to catch it when it was on TV, but I have been really struck by Jimmy McGovern’s series ‘The Street’ that was shown on BBC1 recently… 4 out of the 6 gripping episodes portrayed people being given a second chance, often from very difficult and seemingly hopeless situations, and sometimes involving people who appeared to be beyond redemption. And even though the series was horribly bleak in places, I found this unexpected and pervasive theme of redemption drew me in, it was hugely compelling. I shouldn’t have been surprised that it affected me so much, after all, it is what Christianity is all about – redemption and second chances – the Alpha newspaper is testament to that and the Bible has it writ large throughout its pages, the Book of Jonah being no exception. As we have heard, Jonah had his second chance last week, and this week it is the turn of the Ninevites. 

God has been waiting to extend his hand of mercy and compassion to Nineveh – we know that because of the warning of their impending destruction being sent through Jonah. And yet, from the very beginning Jonah has been reluctant to comply – as I’ve prepared for these sermons, I’ve begun to realise there were 3 very good reasons why that might have been the case, and they are reasons that may be familiar to us today as we are also asked to share God’s truth with others. 

From the outset of this reading, we see the first difficulty for Jonah – Nineveh is described variously as ‘the great city’ and ‘a very important city’ – we are told a full visit would require 3 days. It is as if the place itself has its own character, and is clearly an intimidating and not inconsiderable place to approach. Modern archaeology bears this out. The site of Nineveh lies on the eastern bank of the Tigris in ancient Assyria, across the river from the modern-day city of Mosul, Iraq. Its position lent it great importance for trade, and it became a very significant political and cultural centre, later becoming the Assyrian Imperial capital. It was large and imposing, with stone and mudbrick ramparts which measured 12 km long and included 15 monumental gates.
 Imagine how you might have felt approaching such a city.
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Jonah would not have been the first or the last person to be overawed by a place, sometimes towns and cities are designed for just such an effect. For example, I remember hearing somewhere that Washington D.C. was specifically laid out in order to intimidate and awe visiting heads of state. And yet, it isn’t just the physical appearance of a place that can be intimidating, sometimes it is the associations that a place can hold for us that makes us quail. I have friends, for instance, who because of past experience, struggle to cross the threshold of a hospital, and others who find inner city areas extremely intimidating. Sadly still others find entering church buildings particularly hard. 

I am sure that Jonah had to overcome not just the nature of the city of Nineveh itself, but he also had to contend with reputation of the people there, for Ninevites were widely known as pagans who had cruelly oppressed God’s people in the past. In other places in the Old Testament, notably Nahum
, Nineveh has been singled out as a heinous place, and the judgement that God declares in today’s reading is suitably terrible. They are warned that their city will be ‘overturned’, or overthrown, a threat that sounds very non-specific in translation – but in fact, it is a word that is used in the context of threat and destruction relatively rarely in the Bible – but when it is used, its use is almost exclusively reserved to describe the apocalyptic destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah.
 This is indeed a dire warning that is being delivered. 

Jonah had no way of knowing how the Ninevites would respond to his message and so to deliver such terrible tidings to this infamous people would have required great courage. It would also have required an act of the will which is perhaps the third source of difficulty for Jonah, because Jonah must have known that by proclaiming the judgement of God, he was also proclaiming a message from a God who was reaching out to the Ninevites. Jonah knows that God is a God of compassion and mercy, and there is a sense in which, (without wanting to stray too much into the next chapter of Jonah’s journey) he has wanted to resist bringing this sign of compassion to such a corrupt people; a people that perhaps he considered beyond redemption?  

Yet, despite all of these difficulties, Jonah did as God asked him to do. And when faced with the truth of what they had done, surprisingly the Ninevites responded by repenting – in fact, such was the weight of their unreserved repentance (which means literally ‘to turn away’ from sin), they were held up by Jesus as examples of what true repentance should look like. In Luke 11, he said ‘The men of Nineveh will stand up at the judgment with this generation and condemn it; for they repented at the preaching of Jonah, and now one greater than Jonah is here.’
 Their repentance was whole-hearted, it cost them dear because they had to turn away from their old way of life as well as openly embrace their sorrow. It was truthful… And because of this action, despite all that had past, God forgave them and stepped back from the judgment they deserved – they were given their second chance. 

It is interesting to reflect on how our stories intersect with Jonah’s story and that of the Ninevites. Like Jonah, there may be many reasons why we might wish to not share God’s truth with others… And yet, thank goodness, as New Testament people that truth is good news that can be delivered with hope, rather than judgment. Because of all that Jesus accomplished on the cross, we too have been offered mercy and forgiveness, but it is offered freely, our second chance came at a terrible cost to Him, but comes freely to us. What an incredible gift. However, there is still a need to reflect truthfully on our lives, to take that opportunity to turn away from those things that are not of God and start afresh as the Ninevites did. 

So, who are those people or places that God is calling us to approach with Good News - do they feel intimidating? Can we take courage from Jonah’s journey so far - that the response of his hearers was unexpectedly welcoming… And are there perhaps some people that we are reluctant to tell, people who we feel are beyond redemption? 

Ultimately the story of Jonah reminds us that no-one is too bad to be outside of the reach of God’s love and compassion. And that includes us… Because sometimes the person we find hardest to believe forgiven is ourselves. It can be so hard to accept forgiveness and live as if it were true. And yet that is what we are called to do, just as the Ninevites remain today as a sign to others of God’s amazing grace, so we also show others that even us frail and broken human beings can be set right with God, to live free from condemnation and shame.

And so, let’s pray: Lord, we take a moment to thank you for this story of second chances. We thank you that you long for all people to be brought into relationship with you. So Father, we pray for those who don’t yet know you, perhaps people that we find intimidating or feel are beyond redemption. Father, please give us courage to pray for them, and to reach out to them when you call. And finally, Jesus, we thank you again today that your love and forgiveness has been extended to us through your death on the cross in our place – help us Jesus to accept the wonder and the reality of that gift as we come to your table as your redeemed people. 

Amen.

Questions for home groups:

· What stories have you enjoyed that have a strong theme of redemption and second chances, they may have been in books, films, legends etc.?

· In what ways can you relate to Jonah’s task of taking God’s truth to others – are there some places or people that you find intimidating or difficult to approach?

· The press at the moment is full of discussion about whether or not mercy should be extended to those who have committed acts of terrorism, how do we feel about extending compassion to ‘bad’ people?

· Vs. 6 describes the repentance of the king and the nation – how do we view the place of repentance today in our own lives, our churches and even nations?

· Do you agree that the hardest thing can be to believe oneself forgiven? In what ways can we remember and live in that truth?

· Does anyone have a ‘second chance story’ that they can share, either their own, or a story of a friend, which tells the good news of knowing the difference that the love and compassion of God can make?

� See the work of the University of California at Berkeley at http://www.digitalnineveharchives.org/





� Nahum 2:8; Nahum 3:7, also Zephaniah 2:13


� Genesis 19:25,29; Deut. 29:23 and Lamentations 4:6


� Luke 11:30





