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In the early 1980s, I was teaching Chemistry at The Berwickshire High School in Duns, as well as 
helping to lead the Scripture Union group.  On Sunday mornings, my wife and I worshipped with 
the local Church of Scotland congregation in Eyemouth, where we lived.  In the evening, we 
gathered in the lounge of a friend’s home at Ayton, where we sang and prayed, learned about the 
bible and shared in fellowship together – there was no evening service, so we created our own.  
And, it was a pretty ecumenical event, with folks from Presbyterian, Baptist, Methodist and 
Brethren backgrounds meeting together through common faith in Christ. During that period, the 
story of Jonah became very precious to me.  Through this ancient tale (get it, tail?) of a reluctant 
prophet, called by the LORD to take His message to Nineveh, God began to speak to me very 
personally.  It seemed as if everywhere I went – morning service, evening worship, in my daily 
readings – that this one story cropped up again and again.   
 
I started to sense a call to preach and teach in the church, but asked, time after time, for more and 
more confirmation from the LORD.  In fact, it took me a further two years before offering myself at 
a Selection School, and even then I was far from sure I would be (or indeed wanted to be) chosen to 
train for ministry.  The rotten reference given me by my Parish Minister at the time (he said I was 
far too evangelical to ever become a minister!) was swept aside by God and the C. of S. assessors 
gave me the thumbs up.  I honestly didn’t know whether to cheer or cry when the letter of 
acceptance arrived, for I had been so torn between wanting to work with children in the school, yet 
follow God’s leading.  So, yes, I can clearly identify with the turmoil Jonah faced, both at the time of 
his call to serve God through preaching, and in the rather stormy journey that ensued, as he tried to 
run away and was caught up in events that were far bigger than his little life!  And, in truth, this has 
been the way of it through all generations.   
That is the very manner in which God works with people.  He takes those who are less than sure of 
themselves and uses them, despite their obvious limitations.  In our E100 studies recently, we 
have heard of some of those hesitant prophets – Isaiah, who thought himself too sinful to serve; 
Jeremiah, who was considered by some to be too young to be listened to; Elijah, who got so down 
and depressed that he considered his own life worth nothing.  Add to that Moses, who was slow of 
speech; David, who spectacularly fell from grace in sexual sin; Simon Peter, who denied Jesus; Saul 
of Tarsus, who actively/violently pursued the followers of Jesus; James and John, who had 
reputations for losing the heid! ☺  So, Jonah was in good company when wanting to escape God’s 
will. 
 
But, as Psalm 139 reminds us, there is nowhere on earth, sea or sky, we can outrun the LORD.  He 
sees and knows us; and, He has a job for each one of us to do, a plan to work through to His glory.  
So, let’s think for a wee time today about this story of Jonah.  It has all the hallmarks of a comedy, if 
not a pantomime. Jonah is living somewhere near to Joppa. The story starts in mid sentence, and 
we are pitched into the middle of an argument between God and His prophet.  The crux of the 
matter is that God wants Jonah to go and preach a message of forgiveness to the inhabitants of 
Nineveh, which is the capital of the enemy Assyrians. Jonah cannot cope with God being merciful, 
and so ignores the LORD’s command, heading off instead to Tarshish in Spain – maybe Jonah felt 
that he needed a wee holiday! ☺  God gets annoyed with Jonah and he ends up getting thrown 
overboard as a great storm rises up suddenly on the Mediterranean Sea – I know, this isn’t too 
promising a story to read in the summertime, especially for anyone preparing to head off on a 
cruise!  Notice, that the text never mentions a “whale,” even although that is what you were most 
probably told in Sunday school – it is a big fish, which swallows the prophet, then coughs him up 
on the shore.  Guess where?  Yeah, you’ve got it – Nineveh, of all places!  In between times, Jonah 
has learned some useful lessons; like, how to really pray for all he is worth, and what the grace of 
God really means! 
But, school isn’t out for Jonah at the end of chapter 2, only halfway through.  In chapter 3, we find 
that ALL of the people in the city, from the highest to lowest in rank, repent at the sound of Jonah’s 



 
  

preaching – music to a minister’s ears – and that, despite the fact that the messenger hardly even 
believed his own message!  In fact, as chapter 4 unfolds, we find that the prophet was indignant 
that his enemies should respond so positively to the LORD – Jonah almost resented their 
conversions; now that is odd.  But, so is what follows, for the remainder of the story is like 
something out of Jack and the Beanstalk.  A large plant grows unnaturally quickly, providing shade 
from the heat of the day.  Yet, just as swiftly, God sends a worm to consume the plant, leaving 
Jonah exposed once more, physically to the arid weather, and spiritually to ridicule by his enemies!  
What is going on? 
 
Well, actually, the whole story is about the grace of God – grace shown to Jonah and, through him, 
to others in Nineveh.  A key conversation is recorded at the end of the Book of Jonah, which we 
need to hear and receive to ourselves as God’s people in this generation, those who are charged with 
the responsibility of sharing His message of love and forgiveness, mercy and grace!  “God said to 
Jonah, ‘Is it right for you to be angry about the plant?’ ‘It is,’ he said. ‘And I’m so angry I wish I 
were dead.’ But the Lord said, ‘You have been concerned about this plant, though you did not tend 
it or make it grow. It sprang up overnight and died overnight. And should I not have concern for 
the great city of Nineveh, in which there are more than a hundred and twenty thousand people 
who cannot tell their right hand from their left – and also many animals?’” (Jonah 4: 9-11)  Here’s 
what God is saying to you and me: get your eyes off the stuff that glitters, the things of the world, 
the spectacular and colourful and dazzling – things like the big fish and a giant plant.  Instead, 
focus on the BIGGER picture of salvation through Christ.  In its various forms, that is the simple 
and straightforward message the LORD has tried to trumpet through all of His prophets in every 
age.  And, that is why He has always chosen flawed individuals to do so. 
With all of Jonah’s antics, it is easy to miss the real hero in this story.  Did you know that the big 
fish is mentioned 4 times, the city of Nineveh 9 times, Jonah 18 times and the LORD 38 times?  
God is the one Who is truly at the centre of this narrative!  And, this is as it should be.  So, allow me 
to ask a few questions you might mull over when eating your Sunday lunch today. 
 
How can we be prophets to our generation – how can we receive and run with the baton of faith in 
our time and land, restoring the presence of God to centre stage in an increasingly secular age? 
 
What is our Nineveh?  Well, presumably, like the one, which appears in this story, it is any situation 
that takes us out of our comfort zone; places we would not naturally feel drawn towards and people 
we may regard as antagonistic to the church, or even those folk who have hurt us in a very personal 
way. 
 
God’s message of grace, love and mercy are not just for those of us who roll up on a Sunday to give 
Him our praise and worship.  The Bible plainly tells us that He sent Christ to love the whole world.  
So, how can we be more effective at relating what we believe and do on the LORD’s Day to what we 
believe and do the rest of the week?  Well, let me offer you a taster of two things in the making. 
 
“This Time Tomorrow” is a wee theme I intend to inject into our services sometime in the new 
session.  The idea is to have brief (probably 5-minute) interviews with various people reflecting on 
how they spend their working week as Christians, and to learn something of what they do as well as 
what we can pray for them. 
 
“SOLOVE” (as in “God so loved the world that He gave His only Son…”) is a banner under which 
several local church leaders are beginning to plan some concerted mission and service across this 
town, showing that we are all part of the one church of Christ.  It is at a very early stage, but has 
hopeful signs of Kingdom fruit. ☺ 
 


