
Epiphany 3 – 22 January 2012 
Theme: “The call of God – The reluctant one - Jonah” 
“.. Jonah ran away from the Lord …” Jonah 1:3a 
 
Introduction 
In this season of Epiphany in the church calendar we have God’s call upon individuals and 

communities. Last week we heard the call upon Samuel in the Hebrew Scriptures and the early disciples, 
Philip and Nathaniel, in the Gospel. Today that theme continues with the call of Simon and Andrew, the 
fishermen, who immediately follow Jesus in Mark’s Gospel and Jonah, who is far more reluctant in 
following God’s call.  

It is Jonah that I’d like us to centre our thoughts upon, even though I like the thought about 
talking of fishing!! 

One of the questions raised by this book is whether it is simply an allegorical story or a 
parable to compel Israel to look at their lack of faith or whether there is historical content to this short 
story (four chapters). 

 
Background 
In the half-century during which the prophet Jonah ministered (800-750BC), a significant 

event affected the northern kingdom of Israel. King Jeroboam, the second, (793-750BC) restored the 
kingdom’s traditional borders, ending almost a century of sporadic conflict between Israel and 
Damascus. Jeroboam capitalised on Assyria’s defeat of Damascus in the latter half of the ninth century 
BC, which temporarily crushed the centre of Aramean power. Internal power struggles temporarily halted 
the Assyrian threat and allowed Jeroboam to re-establish the restoration of Israel’s northern borders. 
However Assyria remained a real threat. It is into this situation that various prophets spoke of a new 
found complacency in Israel’s faith. These prophets included Amos, Hosea and Jonah. This setting gives 
credence, I believe, to the story being allegorical or a parable to challenge the faith complacency of the 
Israelites. In no way does this change or alter the significance of the book of Jonah – if anything it adds 
to its significance as a challenge to the people. 

 
Jonah 
Jonah is called by God to take the word of judgement to the great city of Nineveh. Nineveh is 

about 500 miles away from the birthplace of Jonah, Gath Hepher, and this Assyrian city on the Tigris 
River was the capital of Assyria for almost a century in the 700-600 BC’s . Jonah, having heard the word 
of God, ran away to Tarshish which was the furthest possible distance from Nineveh. It was to be found 
in what is modern day southern Spain. The Phoenician traders went all over the Mediterranean as early 
as the 12th century BC. Hence we have the extremes of the known world given to us in the distance that 
Jonah travelled to get away from God. Such was Jonah’s desire NOT to do the will of God. Yet 
eventually Jonah consents to deliver God’s message of impending doom to the Gentile Ninevites, who 
were the sworn enemy of the Israelites. 

 
Themes in the story of Jonah 
There are many turns and twists in this short story but several theological themes emerge 

which we need to recognise. 
1. God’s persistence repeatedly appears. After being rebuffed by Jonah and then watching 

him board a ship to take him in the opposite direction of divine calling, God persists, intervening in ever 
new ways to bring Jonah to repent and fulfil the divine command to deliver the prophecy to the Ninevites. 
The story shows that the will of God cannot be circumvented or thwarted. While God persists in 
faithfulness, God also interacts in ways unanticipated by the prophet (and the readers/hearers), 
expressing mercy where judgement had been promised. As the story unfolds, God changes the promise 
of punishment to Nineveh, much to the regret of Jonah, and extends forgiveness to a repentant people. 

2. God’s responsiveness to the people of Nineveh’s contrition for their sins is in stark contrast 
to Jonah’s initial message of doom. The whole city in this story, don sackcloth, including the king. This is 
an extra-ordinary immediate response in contrast to Jonah’s initial ‘running away from God’. Moved by 
this comprehensive act of contrition, God renounces the city’s destruction. This merciful response is 
similar to God saving the Gentile sailors in the storm. 



3. God’s universality for all is shown in the dealing with the repentant Ninevites. God is there 
for all peoples and is not simply the God of the Israelites. In a sense this immediate response of the 
people of Nineveh highlights the waywardness, spiritually, of the Israelites. As the chosen people who 
should be a light to the nations, they are not being accepting of God’s ways or wanting to accept the 
word of the Lord.          

Thoughts for ourselves 
1. God’s persistence is still there – sorry to tell you that. 
In a sense, God still chases us ‘to the ends of the earth’, so to speak, so that we may 

respond positively to his call for us. That is part of the message for today. Also God can use unorthodox 
ways of ‘catching us’ as he did with Jonah. Maybe not a huge fish that returns us to the land but through 
some amazing ‘God instances’ where we are confronted by God’s will for us. I know, this has happened 
to me! 

2. God’s reponsiveness is also amazing. How is it that sometimes people and circumstances 
all come together to bring the will of God to be done? It happens, and I cannot explain it! Again 
amazingly God’s will just seems to happen in incredible ways. 

3. Sometimes we get the wake-up call to God’s universality. Our God is not purely for 
ourselves but is a God for all people. We cannot corner God into our portion of the world. Colour, creed, 
background are irrelevant to our God.   

 
Conclusion 
Jonah is a timeless message that could be drawn from today’s headlines. Modern suspicions 

and animosities match the ancient story perfectly. Alliances between Muslims and Christians heighten 
uncertainty in the world. The Jews still fight for their part of the world. There is a real need to hear that 
ours is a God for all. Ours is a God who cares for the people. Ours is a God who still does amazing 
things and brings people afresh to faith and to speak a God given word. 

Ours is a persistent God who doesn’t let us go. We are called to be faithful in our living. This 
story is not a tall tale about ancient feuds but rather a challenge to live our lives for God. Amen.       


