
Sermon for 9.24.17 “An Inconveniently Merciful God” Faith Lutheran Church  

Text: Jonah 3.10-4.11; Matthew 20.1-16 

 I absolutely love the book of Jonah.  I love it because the story of Jonah and God and the 

people of Nineveh is so real and compelling—even if the whole living in the belly of the whale 

thing isn’t. 

 I love how reluctant Jonah is... that’s just so human!  God has called him to do 

something—to go to Nineveh, that great city, and proclaim that God’s patience with their evil 

ways has reached its end, and now destruction is surely coming.  But Jonah can’t be bothered.  

He’s doesn’t want to play any part in this; so he turns and runs the other way.  He grabs a ticket 

for a slow passage to a distant city and attempts to hide from God... But God finds him en route, 

sends that storm, and when the sailors figure out what he’s done he tells them to throw him 

overboard and leave him to drown... he’d rather die than follow God’s call.  But God won’t let 

him die in that stormy sea.  Instead he sends the whale—actually it’s a great fish—and it 

swallows him up and he lives in its belly for three days and three nights before the fish spews 

him out on the beach.  And it’s only now that Jonah is ready to go to the people of Nineveh and 

tell them what God has in store for them. 

 And I imagine his less-than half-hearted attempt at telling them the message of God.  I 

imagine him wandering through the streets and muttering: “God’s seen your wickedness, you’re 

punishment draws near... 40 more days and it’s all over for you.  It’s too late now, so... I’m just 

saying.”  I imagine him walking up and down a few streets with this parody of a prophetic word, 

not really caring, not really wanting to be there, and then he climbs a hill and looks down on the 

city and waits for the fireworks. 

 But they don’t come.  Instead—in spite of his lack-luster performance—some of the folks 

take his message to heart and they start spreading the word.  And in a flash the people of 

Nineveh turn. They open their hearts to God.  They see that they’ve been way out of line and—in 

shame and humility they put on sackcloth, and they fast—even their animals fast!  And this is 

exactly the response every real prophet ever wanted: the people hear the message and take 

action—they repent and turn to God.   

 And God sees their actions, and God repents, God changes God’s mind about the 

punishment God had in store for the Ninevites; God chooses not to punish them after all.  And 

whereas a real prophet would have rejoiced in God’s goodness, Jonah whines about it.  “I went 

just like you said I should.  I told them their kingdom would be overthrown in 40 days.  And you 

made a liar out of me by changing your mind, and now I look like such a fool! 

 “You see God that’s the trouble with you... you’re big on grace and soft of on sin!  

You’re slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing!”  In 

Jonah’s mind that’s not a good thing; that’s God’s problem.  Better that God wipe out every man, 

woman, and child in that great city of Nineveh than that God should show a bit of mercy.  Better 

that God would destroy every building, every human, and every animal every blade of grass than 

that Jonah should have to deal with the inconvenience of a merciful and loving God.     

 So, what do you think; where do you stand?  Can you tolerate a God capable of changing 

his mind?  Can you stand a God who can lay down the law one moment—a God who can say 

“that’s it; I’ve had it; your punishment is settled, it’s on its way”—and then relent and show 

mercy?  Would that be too much for you?  Would it throw your whole faith off-kilter?  Would it 

be “better that we should die”—as Jonah might say—than to have to imagine a God whose 

compassion just might out-trump his demand for our punishment? 
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 I hope not... But I know some folks tend that way.  I’ve spent a good deal of time and 

energy pondering the idea that God just might eventually have compassion on all people—all 

people; and that’s a hard idea for some folks... extremely hard. 

 I know one that said she was all for such a compassionate and graceful God... except for 

the fact that it just wouldn’t be fair to those who’d put in their time—done their duty, accepted 

Jesus as their Lord and Savior.  If those who don’t follow those rules don’t go to hell to suffer 

forever, then what was all our work for, why did we bother accepting Jesus, why bother going to 

church, why read our Bibles and play nice... If God is going to turn out to be slow to anger and 

abounding in steadfast love and ready to relent from punishing...  then why did we bother with 

any of it?  Wasn’t it all just a colossal waste of time?   

 In a way I get that.  It’s about fair play... it’s about the good people getting what they 

deserve and the bad people getting what they deserve.  It’s like those laborers in that field.   

When we really think about it, we’re right there with the ones who put in the full day’s work... 

“Lord, it’s just not fair that those who were only out in the field for the last three seconds got the 

full day’s wages!  It’s not fair that you treat them just as graciously as you’ve treated us.  It’s not 

fair that you’re so generous with them... we want you only to be generous with us.”  We call that: 

fair play.  But you know what—it’s not really about fair play; none of us really want fair play, 

none of us could stand fair play.  Because according to “fair play” none of us would stand a 

chance; none of us would make the grade.  None of us can do the works or keep the laws, none 

of us can love our neighbors as ourselves, none of us can maintain an adequate faith in Christ 

Jesus, none of us can repent perfectly, none of us can keep from backsliding... 

 All of us deserve the punishment that is pending—all of us.  Our only hope is in a God 

who can repent and show us a mercy that we don’t deserve.  All of us need the God who so 

graciously gives the last laborers the same reward that’s given to those who worked through the 

heat of the day.  All of us need the God that sent Jonah to Nineveh with that stern and seemingly 

unbending message of certain doom.  All of us need the God who in spite of that message was 

willing to pull it back, cast off the punishment, repent and show mercy. 

 And maybe we—like Jonah—will pout about it.  Maybe we’ll thrust out our lower lip and 

say: “It’s better that I should die than have to deal with a God who is so gracious and merciful, 

and ready to relent from punishing.”   Maybe some  will say: “Well if God is going to be like that 

then I’ll just stop going to church, I’ll stop believing, I’ll start misbehaving and living like a non-

believer... because: what’s the point if ‘those people’ just might get into heaven anyway?” 

 And here’s what I’d say to that:  The rewards of following the God revealed in Christ 

Jesus are so much more than just “getting into heaven.”  The rewards are here in this life as well.  

The rewards are in the depth and richness of the relationships we share when we love others as 

Christ has taught us.  The rewards are in the inner peace we have, the hope we have, the joy we 

share as we’re serving others.  Do you really think a self-centered and sinful life brings anything 

like real joy and peace in this life?  Do you really think those who walk this life without faith in 

God and the support of faithful brothers and sisters are better off in this life?  I don’t. 

 I say, let’s follow God today.  Let’s live the life we hear God call us to with enthusiasm 

and integrity, but not just for our heavenly rewards.  Let’s do it because it’s good and right, and 

helpful to our neighbors.  Let’s share the love of God and the message of our hope not just to 

save their souls, but also to bring them salvation in this life.  Let’s throw ourselves fully into the 

mission God’s given us today, and not waste a second worrying about whether God will be “fair” 

in the end... In fact, let’s hope God won’t!  Let’s hope that, instead, God will be “gracious and 
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merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, and always ready to relent from 

punishing.”   

 It’s a lot to hope; but if the life and death of our Lord teaches us anything about the 

nature of God, then we have every reason to be confident that our hope is well placed.  Amen. 


