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                  Unexpected Reactions   

Jonah 3:1-10 

1 Corinthians 1:18-25 

 

In considering the funny story of Jonah and what he can teach us about 

becoming inviting people, we have seen that his first reaction, in 

common with most of us, is to run away from the idea of doing what God 

asks and speaking to someone.  In fact, even if what we are thinking 

about is not giving a three-point testimony but merely a simple invitation 

some of us would, like Jonah, rather die! 

 Then we saw Jonah in prayer, realising that God has saved him 

and that since it is not for his faithfulness – since there is no way he 

could consider that he has been faithful up till now – it must be from 

God’s grace.  In Jesus there are of course, deep parallels with our own 

situation, even if we have never been chucked out of a boat into a 

stormy Mediterranean Sea!  In prayer, Jonah agrees to do what he has 

promised, to be faithful to his calling and so we see him landed, most 

inartistically, back ashore.  And off he goes to Nineveh, a long journey 

overland, during which he will have had lots of time to think about what 

he is going to say to Nineveh.  Maybe time in which he is able to get all 

butterly-ish and scared about his mission all over again.  It is amazing 

how the devotion which fires our enthusiasm when we are having a 

close moment with God, when we are grateful for his mercy to us, when 

we know that we have been helped and saved beyond our deserving – 

that devotion can dwindle and die to ashes as time goes on and as we 

actually have to do the thing that we have promised. 

 Inviting people to church, to a home group, to an event, to a 

conversation where they may experience some of and hear something 

about God’s love is not rocket science.  It is not technically difficult, but 

yet, as we saw last time, we have all sorts of reasons to avoid doing it.  



And they all boil down to “I’m scared.  I don’t want to.”  It can seem like a 

big deal.  We do get butterflies.  We forget that all we are doing is 

issuing the invitation, and that the answer is in God’s hands.  If they say 

“Yes, I would like to come” then that is great.  If they say “No, I don’t 

think so,” well, also great, because you did your bit, you were faithful, 

and God alone knows what is the best time and approach for different 

people. 

 The story we have about Jonah would indicate that he was getting 

a bit worked up about his mission.  Nineveh was a great city, greater 

than any in Israel, so to go there would be quite intimidating for Jonah, 

never mind with the message that he had to give.  I get the impression 

that he decided that he would like to get it over with, and so he marches 

into the city for a day, and then give tongue.  But wait, instead of giving 

God’s message, - that the people of the city have been so evil that God 

is worried about them, and invites them to change their ways - he 

declares what surely should have been his punch-line: “Forty days, and 

Nineveh will be destroyed!”  No mention of who says so or why, no 

mention of how they might change and who might help them – surely 

Jonah is one of God’s most inept prophets! 

 But of course, that being so is why there is hope for all of us.  If 

God can use Jonah, the reluctant, the scared, the one who thought he 

could hide; Jonah who makes mistakes and knows it, Jonah who cannot 

even get out a coherent message, then there is no reason why God 

can’t use you and me as well.   

 And God does use Jonah.  He may not have had the most 

coherent message, he may have forgotten the real message and just got 

to the dramatic punchy bit, but God used it.  Maybe people knew he was 

a prophet of God.  Maybe they could use their intelligence to hear what 

was not being said.  Maybe, very likely, they were ripe for repentance, 

after all God had called Jonah to go to them, and God would have his 

reasons for thinking that this was the time for the message.  I think that 

the Ninevites, like many people around us, were already sickened by the 

way that they were living, although they hid it well, and just needing a bit 

of leadership a bit of a reason to make the change.  And Jonah was that 

excuse and that reason. 

 One person stopped in their tracks and went to get into sackcloth 

and then another and another – people who hadn’t seen or heard Jonah 

caught the mood and made the change – and it wasn’t just a change in 



fashion: that was the outward.  Wearing sackcloth – scratchy, 

uncomfortable, unbecoming sackcloth - was an outward sign of inner 

repentance.  Wearing sackcloth was a wordless statement that I have 

done wrong and I am sorry, and I am going to change. 

 The fashion in sacking spread first among the people before it 

reached the higher echelons of society.  By the time it reached the royal 

palace all the king had to do was make it official policy.  Normally the 

king would give the lead, tell the people what to do, defend the city, but 

now with the city in threat of destruction, the people have made their 

own decisions about what to do to save it and themselves, and the king 

just has to endorse it.  The wearing of sackcloth in repentance was to be 

accompanied by total fasting: they were to pray fervently to God, and – 

and this was very important, because without it the rest would just be a 

panicky reaction of the moment – everyone was to turn from their evil 

ways and the violence that seemed to come so naturally to them. 

 It was a totally unexpected reaction. 

 Next week we will see how very much Jonah was not expecting 

this sort of thing.   

 But when someone invited you – if they did – and when you said 

yes, maybe that was as unexpected to your inviter as this reaction of the 

Ninevites.  When you were asked, you were ready, and when Nineveh 

finally got their messenger from God, they too were ready.  Jonah did 

not know that of course.  No one knew it.  Probably even the people of 

Nineveh didn’t know it of each other.  But God knew.  God sees the 

hearts and God knows. 

 The word of invitation we have to bring is not one of doom and 

destruction, such as Jonah spoke, but of love and acceptance and a 

new beginning.  But even if we get it a bit wrong, then God can still use 

us, and we never know what message is the one which is going to chime 

with someone. 

 Many years ago, when I was in my 20s and working in Edinburgh, I 

had an American friend who was interested in discovering about my 

faith.  We had many oblique chats about it, but we never quite got to the 

heart of the matter for one reason or another.  Then I took her with me to 

visit another friend living at that time in Alness.  As was her habit, that 

Sunday we went to her church, the Free Church.  And, quite against his 

usual style, that Sunday, the minister chose to preach death and 



destruction – a real “Free Church” sermon.  And somehow that was what 

my American friend needed to hear to unlock the question that were 

burning in her heart.  You see, what I didn’t know was that she had 

grown up hearing about the love of God and the acceptance of God, but 

she needed to hear a bit of the Old Testament wrath of God and fear of 

God to show that love and acceptance in remarkable relief!   The love of 

God did not strike her as so wonderful till she understood the other side, 

the things which we humans think God ought to visit on us in 

punishment for our sins. 

That sermon was the beginning of a process which a few months 

later led to her giving her life to God and a life and adventure of faith 

which continues still.  But I remember leaving that church and thinking 

that God had blown it, that there was no way that she would be 

interested now!  How little I knew of God and his ways.  How little any of 

us know. 

 St. Paul tells us that the message of the cross is foolishness to the 

some, and offensive to others, and yet it is a message of hope and love 

and freedom which has captivated many and changed the world. The 

message that centres around the cross, around the death of one man at 

the hands of brutal authority.  The message of the cross has been the 

focus of much discussion and debate as people try to take away the 

scandal of it, or explain how, as it were, the death of Jesus works.  And 

that discussion and debate will continue because when we come to the 

cross we come to the deepest matter of God and we will never 

understand exactly what was happening there and how it works for us.  

But the more we wrestle with the question, the more in awe we should 

be. 

We simply do not know what reaction people will have to the 

message of the cross, the story of one man dying for us all; the good 

news of Jesus, which we know has changed our lives.  But if Jonah can 

teach us anything, he should teach us that we can leave that reaction to 

God. 

 This is why we can be sure that our bit is just to give the invitation.  

We have to say that a lot, because we tend to feel that when we invite, 

we have not succeeded unless we get a yes.  But the response is not 

dependant on us.  If someone says no, not just now, then that is not 

because you have somehow asked them wrong.  And if someone says 

yes, although of course you will rejoice in that, it doesn’t mean that you 



can plum yourself on your great invitational technique!  The response is 

in God’s hands, the invitation is in ours. 

 God grant that, however ineptly we may think we have done it, we 

grow into the habit of passing that invitation out of our hands and giving 

it to those whom God has laid on our hearts.  Amen. 

 

 


