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We are currently in the middle of a month-long sermon series on 

awkward scripture verses.  Today, we’re upping the ante and taking 

on an entire awkward book.  Many of us have heard the story of 

Jonah so often since we were young, that in some ways we might tend 

to forget how peculiar it really is.   

 

Besides the infamous big fish part, there are also several other quite 

fascinating characteristics.  For one thing, it’s the only Old Testament 

book based upon a prophet that focuses on the prophet’s actions 

rather than on his actual prophecy.  In fact, Jonah only utters one 

verse of prophecy in this entire book. 

 

Jonah is only four chapters long, and its genre is hard to pin down.  

Scholars have labeled it as an allegory, a legend, a novella, a 

parable, a riddle and satire.  Yet they all agree that this book is a 

literary gem.  The author of Jonah was much like the Hemingway of 

his time.  This short story contains humor, symmetry, balance, word-

play, irony, and surprise.  Jonah is a didactic narrative, providing 

many teaching moments.  It is a delight to read—fun and playful, and 

yet also full of lessons for our lives. 

 

Selected readings from Jonah… 

 

Let us pray: 

God of Grace, illumine our hearts and minds with your light, 

revealing yourself to us today, that we might hear your word for our 

lives.  In your most holy and gracious name we pray, Amen. 
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Sermon 

The first thing so many of us think about when we hear the name Jonah is 

“and the whale.”  And if you have young kids like me, the song “Who did, 

who did, who did swallow Jo Jo Jo Jo…” may ring through your head.  

Answered by, “The whale did, whale did, whale did, whale did, whale did 

swallow Jo Jo Jo Jo.”  The truth is that most of us actually get so caught up 

in the compelling and amusing fish tale part of the story, that we often forget 

the more important lessons of the book.   

 

Today, I thought we’d have a little fun ourselves as we comb through this 

short story, discussing its characteristics and lessons.  As I read the book 

several times in preparation for this sermon, an interesting theory kept 

occurring to me that I’d like to share with you.   

 

As a disclaimer, this is not something official I’ve read or heard from other 

scholars or preachers, but simply something that kept occurring to me.  

Which is that I’m pretty sure Jonah was a teenage PK.  If you’re unfamiliar 

with the term PK, it stands for preacher’s kid.  I’m sure this does not and 

will not apply to any of our wonderful PKs currently here today, but most 

PKs have a reputation of going through a rebellious stage, where they resent 

the church or their faith.  

 

And in many ways, I can see why.  Guess who never has the option of 

skipping church functions?  PKs!  They’re at church for everything from the 

time they were infants.  So in their teenage and young adult years, when they 
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finally gain a little freedom, guess what they don’t want to do all the time 

anymore?  Go to church or talk about their faith. 

 

Well, we are told in the first verse that Jonah is the son of Amitai, whom we 

learn from other sources was a priest.  So when God commissions Jonah to 

go to Nineveh, this PK resists.   

 

You’ll see throughout the rest of the story why I believe he’s likely a 

teenager as well.  There is a lot of familiarity and back and forth between 

Jonah and God, not to mention mood swings and backtalking as well. 

 

The beginning of the story is fast paced, as is the whole book, if you 

consider all that happens within four short chapters.  Verse two tell us that 

God told Jonah to “Go at once to Nineveh.”  Jonah is so mad about this task 

that he does not even respond verbally, but rather turns his back, packs his 

bags and runs away to the nearest port he can find.  He even paid money to 

sail away on a ship in the complete opposite direction of where God had told 

him to go. 

 

Some people wait their entire lives for a call from God, and when it comes, 

they drop absolutely everything to follow it.  Not Jonah.  Jonah got the call 

and dropped everything to run away from God. 

 

In all fairness, Nineveh was not the most glamorous place to be sent on a 

mission.  Although you could say it had fabulous potential for the “most 
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improved” award.  Perhaps, like most teenagers, Jonah had hoped to get a 

job lifeguarding on a balmy Mediterranean shore.   

 

Instead, he got called to go prophesy in the inner city.  A huge city for its 

day, three times the size of current day Spartanburg.  A city full of heathens, 

with a long history of intense hostility against Israelites like himself.  Okay, 

maybe it makes sense he ran from that call.  But as they say, “You can run, 

but you can’t hide.” 

 

Knowing that Jonah was on the boat, God hurled a great wind upon the sea, 

creating a mighty storm.  And ironically, it was the non-Israelite crewmen 

who cried out and begged their gods to stop the storm.  But not God’s own 

chosen prophet Jonah.  Get this—he slept right through it.   

 

But the Gentile captain shook him awake and said, “Cry out to your God 

too, for heaven’s sake!”  Stubbornly, Jonah wouldn’t do it.  But he did have 

a good enough heart to tell the other sailors to throw him out to sea, because 

he knew the raging storm was because of him. 

 

To their credit, the sailors did everything they could to try to spare Jonah’s 

life.  They threw all their cargo overboard and even tried to row their ship to 

shore amidst the storm.  But all to no avail.  So as a last resort, they threw 

Jonah overboard.    

 

And at this point, the sailors cried out not to their own gods, but to Jonah’s 

Lord, to please not let them perish.  And it was at this time that the sea 
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ceased it’s raging.  These non-Jewish men were converted, offering 

sacrifices and making vows to the Lord. 

 

Once in the ocean, the Lord took mercy upon Jonah. And in order to keep 

him from drowning, God provided a large fish to swallow him.  And Jonah 

spent three whole days and nights in the belly of the fish.   

 

I can’t help but think that like a wise parent of a teenager, God was playing 

with Jonah just a bit.  I mean, if God wanted to save Jonah, he could have 

just washed him up on shore after the drowning scare.  But God took it quite 

a bit further.   

 

It’s kind of like the parent who lets his son spend a night in jail before 

bailing him out the next day in order to teach him a lesson.  But in this case,  

it was three nights in the belly of a whale.  It’s the idea that “I love you, my 

child, and I’ll rescue you from the bad choices you made, but if I have 

anything to do with it, you’re also going to learn a lesson from this 

experience.” 

 

And this tactic seemed to work.  Jonah prayed a psalm of Thanksgiving to 

the Lord from deep inside the belly of the fish.  After which, the Lord spoke 

to the fish, and it spewed Jonah out upon dry land.  Notice that the fish, 

unlike Jonah, did what God asked of him the first time.   
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I personally like the translation that the fish vomited Jonah out, because 

that’s probably how Jonah felt after three long days and nights spent 

amongst the putrid fish food and stomach bile.   

 

No sooner than when Jonah hit dry land, God commanded him once more to 

go to Nineveh.  A second chance you could call it.  This time Jonah listened.  

He did not verbally respond to God, but he did set out for Nineveh.   

 

The city was so large that it took three days for Jonah to walk across it.  And 

even though Jonah had to put the physical work of long walks into it, he 

didn’t seem to try very hard to convert the people.   

 

Again, it reminds me of a teenager doing a chore he doesn’t want to do.  

Can’t you just picture the slumped shoulders and murmuring, “I can’t 

believe I have to do this.  It’s so lame.” 

 

And the one sentence the author tells us Jonah cried out as he tromped 

across the city was much more condemning than compelling: “Forty days 

more and Nineveh shall be overthrown!”  Where in the world was the 

message hope or redemption?!  You can tell Jonah was doing the bare 

minimum of what was required.   

 

But miraculously, it somehow worked.  The people of Nineveh believed 

God.  They fasted and wore sackcloth in acts of repentance.  Even the king 

of Nineveh got off his throne, removed his robe, covered himself with 

sackcloth and sat down in ashes.  And then he ordered a decree that all the 
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people and animals of Nineveh should fast, put on sackcloth, and cry 

mightily to God.  It’s kind of crazy to picture all the people and animals 

across the large city of Nineveh in sackcloth wailing to God.  Talk about 

awkward!   

 

But the king continued to urge them to turn from their evil ways and from 

their violent tendencies.  He even proclaimed, “Who knows?  God may 

relent and change his mind; he may turn from his fierce anger, so that we do 

not perish.” 

 

And amazingly, that’s exactly what God did.  The story actually says, 

“When God saw how they turned from their evil ways, God changed his 

mind.”   

 

I don’t know about you, but I find this one of the most powerful and hopeful 

things ever.  Humans have the ability to make God change his mind?  That is 

amazing!  That shows the care and compassion and goodwill the Lord has 

for us.  So much for the fire and brimstone God of the Old Testament.  Here 

is a prime example of a God full of forgiveness, grace and mercy, even for 

the most despicable people of that time.   

 

But there was one person who was very displeased with God’s compassion.  

I’ll give you one wild guess.  Jonah, of course!  Isn’t this crazy?  He should 

have been one of the happiest.    
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He had spent all that time walking and prophesying in Nineveh.  He should 

been proud that an entire huge, heathen city had repented and pledged their 

faith in God after he prophesied to them.  But no, not one bit. 

 

Jonah was angry.  He even fussed at God, for being kind no less, saying, 

“This is why I fled!  I knew you were a gracious God and merciful, slow to 

anger and abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing.”   

 

Can’t you just see the eye roll and hands on the hips?  And the accusatory 

tone, “How dare you be so nice to these people.  Who do you think you are, 

God?  This is so ridiculous I could die!” 

 

The Lord calmly replied, “Do you think it’s right for you to be angry?”  

Jonah once again didn’t answer God, but turned his back and stormed out to 

the edge of the city to wait and see what happened.  God had proclaimed he 

wouldn’t bring calamity on the city now, but we can imagine Jonah was 

secretly hoping it would still be destroyed.   

 

Yet once again, God, like the wise parent, wanted to teach Jonah a lesson.  

So he made a bush grow up over Jonah to give him shade.  I imagine Jonah 

had been suffering in a climate similar to our thick, hot and humid Carolina 

summers, where any amount of shade is a much welcome reprieve from the 

sweltering heat.  When God provided this protection from the sun, Jonah 

was thrilled.  He might have even mumbled a word of thanks to God.   
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But to get the point across, God also sent a worm that attacked the bush, and 

so it withered the next day.  And just for funsies, God also sent a sultry east 

wind.  The sun beat down on Jonah to the point he thought he would die.  

Jonah was awash with self-pity.   

 

Once again, God asked Jonah if it was right for him to be angry.  And this 

time, Jonah actually responded verbally to God, saying, “Yeah I do.  Angry 

enough to die.”   

 

At this point, God decided to put Jonah in his place and teach him a lesson 

about entitlement.  God lectured Jonah about how it made no sense for him 

to be angry about a bush that he did not even grow and that only lived for a 

day, and yet not care at all about the people of Nineveh.   

 

And then God asked Jonah, “Should I not be concerned about Nineveh, that 

great city with their multitudes of people and animals?”   

 

And this question, my friends, is the abrupt ending of the book of Jonah.  

What an interesting story, indeed.  But it got the point across.  God is 

compassionate and forgiving, even for the most despicable folks in the land.  

They repented, God heard their cries, and saved them.   

 

But sometimes, like Jonah, we just don’t get it either.  We think, “But God, 

I’ve done everything right.  I’ve believed in you and prayed to you all my 

life.  I’m not perfect, but I try my best to live in your ways.  Why in the 
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world would you reward the blatant sinner when you seem to pass me by?  

It’s not fair, and I don’t like it one bit!”  

 

Sound familiar?  What about the story of the Prodigal Son?  Time and again, 

throughout the Old and New Testaments, God reminds us that it is God that 

is in charge, not us.  It is God who determines who receives forgiveness and 

grace, not us.  And praise God for that, because we humans are pretty 

fallible as judges of who deserves forgiveness and mercy. 

 

The book of Jonah serves as a reminder for us all.  If we pay attention, it’s 

full of lessons about God and ourselves.  Things like: 

• How our own sense of righteousness and burning anger can hinder our 

relationship with God and others. 

• How God is like a wise and loving parent to us.  One who will never 

abandon or stop loving us, but who is disappointed in our actions at 

times and will take opportunities to teach us life lessons.   

• How God’s love, mercy, and forgiveness are universal.  It’s not only 

for those who have always followed the rules, but it’s also for the 

worst heathens on the planet.   

• How God can use even a reluctant, mediocre prophet like Jonah to 

bring an entire wicked people into his fold.   

• How an animal, like a whale, is sometimes more obedient to God than 

we humans are.   

• How God uses humor to get through to us at times. 

• How God loves us so much and is so attentive to us, that we as 

humans can actually change his mind about things at times.   
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• How like both Jonah and the Ninevites, God gives us second chances 

in life. 

• How despite our human fallibilities, God is relentlessly persistent in 

his love and will for us.  

 

I hope you’ll take time this week to think about how all of these lessons 

from this short, well-known, and somewhat awkward story can apply to your 

life.   

 

And it doing so, may your life be better and your faith be stronger.  Because 

it turns out we can all learn a lot from God and a teenage PK in a fish tale 

afterall.   

 

All glory and honor be to God our Creator, Sustainer and Redeemer, Amen. 


