Text: Jonah 1:1-17 (CEB)
Date: November 9, 2025

Title: “Running from Mercy” — Jonah, week 1

Theme: Jonah resisted God’s mercy toward those he hated, but God’s love is
relentless.
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| don'’t think the hardest part of faith is believing in a merciful God
| think the hardest part of faith is believing in a God whose mercy
falls even on those we don’t think deserve it

Jonah is a story about a prophet who ran away from God’s mercy
Because he loved Schadenfreude more than grace

And | get it — all of us love to see someone get what's coming to
them

The difference in the story of this prophet is that when God offers
the people an opportunity to turn things around

Jonah wants no part of it

So instead of heading east to preach in Nineveh, he sails west —
about as far west as you could possibly go

God sends him to Irag, and he heads for Spain
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Now, | know people think of Jonah as a kids’ story

Guy gets swallowed by a whale — come on!

Except, | will say that there have been news stories recently

This summer about a kayaker in Chile, a few years ago about a
lobsterman in Cape Cod — who both got vacuumed up by
hungry humpback whales, and lived to tell the story

So it CAN happen, but that’s not really the point


https://www.bible.com/bible/37/jon.1.ceb

Jonah is a story — like every Bible story — meant to teach us
something about who God is, and who we are

We put him with the prophets, but really the story is somewhere
between folklore and satire

And more than anything, | believe the point of Jonah’s story is to
force us to reflect on this question:

What happens when God’s mercy offends us?

Because that is what's going on here, isn’t it?

When we see people getting something we don’t believe they
deserve, we get offended

And Jonah decided he wanted no part of that

2A

Nineveh, the ancient capital of Assyria, was the world’s largest
city

Until it was destroyed in 612 BC by the Babylonians and Medes,
whose empires would ultimately take their place

But for 300 years the Assyrians dominated the Middle East from
their capital near modern-day Mosul, Iraq

They conquered large pieces of what we now know as Israel
And the cruelty of their form of occupation was legendary
They almost took Jerusalem, too, but the city survived a siege
Assyria was no friend to Israel

So there’s more to this story than: “Jonah was running from God”

When God asks Jonah to preach mercy to the Assyrians

Jonah'’s thinking: “I'm not going to sell out my people”

He never comes out and says this — not until the very end of the
book

He just refuses to cooperate
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That is, right up until the storm hits
And everyone wants to know, “Why is God so angry?”

The ship is going up and down these huge swells

The wind is howling, there’s water sloshing over the decks
And every man is praying to their own God

Except Jonah

He’s is sound asleep way below deck

His conscience is clear, nothing’s bothering him

Until someone wakes him up and says, “What’s wrong with you?
Start praying, man!”

But he DOESN'T pray

He doesn’t do anything, except tell the truth
About who he is

About the God he serves

And about the mission he’s running from

Still, he’s nonchalant

The sailors want to know who to blame

And he’s like, “Oh yeah, I'm definitely the problem.”

“If you want to save yourselves, y’all probably ought to throw me
overboard”
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Can you imagine?

He’s so dead set against what God wants to do in the world
About God’s desire to save people he hates

That he’s ready to drown

THAT'S how angry he is at God’s mercy



Have you ever been angry like that?

That’s “burn it ALL down” kind of energy
Jonah would rather go under himself

Rather than watch someone else get raised up

| feel like our society is swimming in this
We can'’t stand the idea that someone, somewhere might be
getting something we didn’t

So maybe at work we ignore what could actually be a pretty good
idea
Just because it came from that guy we absolutely can’t stand

Or maybe there’s a disagreement in your family

Someone’s feelings are hurt, and you’re not talking

But to extend an olive branch maybe feels a little like giving in
So we don’t

“No thanks, God” Jonah says, “I'd rather drown”

Or maybe it goes like this

Maybe someone in your life once saw something in you

That they suggested you might want to talk to a counselor about
And you refused at the time,

even though now you think to yourself,

“You know, maybe they’re right”

But you don’t want to give them that satisfaction

There’s an irony in this human tendency to take delight in others’
suffering:

It has a kind of boomerang effect where it comes back on us

We can be so committed to making sure THOSE people don'’t get
blessed

That we end up making decisions that hurt ourselves
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What's funny about Jonah's story is that these “heathen” sailors
Have more compassion than the prophet ever does

They just can’t bring themselves to throw Jonah into the sea
Even though he tells them to

So they do everything else they can first

They throw the cargo overboard

They try to row to shore

And then they pray — to JONAH'S God — for forgiveness
Only then do they throw him over the side

That’s what makes this story so striking
Jonah refuses to pray for or minister to Nineveh
Even if it means saving his own life

But a bunch of sailors from all across the Mediterranean
Will pray to HIS God

On HIS behalf

Asking to spare HIS life

In the Bible, it's not uncommon for prophets to say:
“I can’t do this, Lord

I’'m not gifted for it

It's too big a responsibility”

But Jonah is almost an anti-prophet
He’s the only | can think of who says,
“You want me to go to THEM? Absolutely not.”

He's the WORST prophet imaginable
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Here's the thing, though — we aren’t too different from Jonah
All of us have a THEM.
People that, if God sent us to serve them, we'd run away

Because we have a hard time recognizing THEM as fellow
humans, much less beloved children of God
So, who is THEM for you?

Everyone has someone — an individual, or a group of people
Who feels impossible to love

Who you would struggle to reach out your hand to help —
even if God called you to it?

This is the heart of genuine faith
Recognizing that our God is the God of ALL people
Whose love and mercy is for ALL people

That includes you and me
But it also includes THEM too

We've made God so small — limited God’s work to people like us
People who agree with us
But that's just not true

God’s love and mercy are so relentless
That they will reach us — even in the depths of our own hurts and
hates and prejudices

They reached Jonah! Even in the belly of a whale
Come back next week and we’ll hear how the anti-prophet finally
started to see a glimpse of who God is - PRAYER

By Joe Monahan, Medford UMC, Medford NJ



