
Sentence Or Repentance? 
Jonah 3:1-10 

 
 
3 Then the word of the Lord came to Jonah the second time, saying, 2 “Arise, go to Nineveh, that great 
city, and call out against it the message that I tell you.” 3 So Jonah arose and went to Nineveh, according 
to the word of the Lord. Now Nineveh was an exceedingly great city, three days’ journey in 
breadth. 4 Jonah began to go into the city, going a day’s journey. And he called out, “Yet forty days, 
and Nineveh shall be overthrown!” 5 And the people of Nineveh believed God. They called for a fast 
and put on sackcloth, from the greatest of them to the least of them.  

6 The word reached the king of Nineveh, and he arose from his throne, removed his robe, covered 
himself with sackcloth, and sat in ashes. 7 And he issued a proclamation and published through Nineveh, 
“By the decree of the king and his nobles: Let neither man nor beast, herd nor flock, taste anything. 
Let them not feed or drink water, 8 but let man and beast be covered with sackcloth, and let them call 
out mightily to God. Let everyone turn from his evil way and from the violence that is in his hands. 9 Who 
knows? God may turn and relent and turn from his fierce anger, so that we may not perish.”  

10 When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil way, God relented of the disaster 
that he had said he would do to them, and he did not do it. 
 
 
Introduction: 
 

1. There is a lot of division and animosity in our country today. 
 

2. There are strong opinions about Presidential decisions, court decisions on controversial cases 
and strong feelings about race and racism. 
 

3. What if God called us to be a missionary to a country we thought we’d never want to set foot 
in, or a politician who disgusts us, or a criminal who violated us? 
• To North Korea, or to Isis, or the Nazi’s or the Ku Klux Klan? 
• To the convict who murdered your family member or an abuser who hurt you? 
• To the people who have victimized your culture, enslaved your ancestors or broke in to 

your car/home/business? 
 

• There are a lot of emotions that challenge a Christian’s call from Romans 12 
 

Romans 12:18-21 18 If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with 
all. 19 Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, 
“Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” 20 To the contrary, “if your enemy is hungry, 
feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink; for by so doing you will heap burning 
coals on his head.” 21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 

 
• We all struggle with our own prejudices, biases and grudges. 

 
4. The Old Testament Prophet Jonah had the ministry of confronting sinners among his own 

people in Northern Israel.  But now he was called by God to share God’s grace and warning 
with the people group he hates the most. 

 



• The Assyrians were hostile, violent and brutal to the Israelites. 
• Jonah was called to be a witness for God to the people who probably killed many of his 

loved ones. 
 

5. Christ sets the precedent for us because He loved His enemies 
 
Romans 5:8 but God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for 
us. 
 
Romans 5:10a For if while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his 
Son 

 
 
Proposition:  In Jonah 3, God models mercy and grace to those who don’t deserve it so 
that we would demonstrate it in His image. 
 
 
I. Resending:  God Is Merciful Even When We’re Stubborn (3:1-4; cf. 2 Pet 3:9) 
 
2 Peter 3:9 The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count slowness, but is patient toward 
you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repentance. 
 

A. God shows mercy through second chances, even when we’re slow to obey (1) 
 

1 Then the word of the Lord came to Jonah the second time, saying,  
 

• Jonah gets a second chance 
• If he obeyed the first time, he would have averted being a violent sea storm, being 

tossed in the sea and hanging out inside a big fish that he didn’t book on Air BNB. 
 

• Q:  If God has given us second chances, why do we not give the people we dislike or 
hate a second chance? 

 
Matthew 5:7 Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy. 

o We need the mercy that we’re supposed to show to others 
o Everyone needs a second opportunity even though we don’t deserve it 

 
o Now don’t force this concept into making a date give you a 2nd date or a 

compulsive gambler with your 401K 
 

o This has to do with salvation and God being a God of mercy and 2nd 
opportunities 

 
B. God shows mercy through warnings, not just through immediate judgment (2) 

 

2  “Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and call out against it the message that I tell you.”  
 

• This is the identical command Jonah got in 1:2 except chapter 1 had an explanation for 
God’s mercy 



• Jonah is about 500 miles away from Nineveh which takes about a month on a donkey and 
longer by foot 

• Nineveh. = “great city” = lit. “a city great to God (lēʾlōhîm)” – likening the city to God – 
“the city is as great as God is” 

o Ie/ Tokyo is a great city that has everything you need except for God – clean, polite 
culture, great transportation, modern, technologically advanced, great food including 
the best sushi. 

o Ie/ London, New York and Los Angeles can be so great – it could be god-like 
because it has everything. 

o That’s how Nineveh was seen in that day. 
 

• But God loves the people in that city 
• God is compassionate to the pagan residents 
• He sent a messenger to warn them to repent or face judgment 

 
• A warning is a message of mercy.  Otherwise we would just be spectators watching a 

pedestrian neglect a traffic signal or a car neglecting the railroad track warning 
 
• Ie/ When the school sends out a courtesy notice on grades, attendance or behavior – it’s a 

warning. 
• Ie/ When the ref pulls out the “yellow card” you know you were really close to a “red card” 

ejection 
• Ie/ when your parent tells you not to touch the stove or look both ways when you cross 

the street, it’s because they love you though you think they’re nagging you 
• Ie/ Lifeguard “Don’t run”, “Don’t dive in the shallow end of the pool” 

 
• God warning us about hell and judgment is an act of love 
• Ie/ God warned the people in Noah’s time of the flood for 120 years.  He warned Sodom 

& Gomorrah and gave them several chances.  Assyria is getting their warning through 
Jonah.  150 years later, Nahum warned Assyria and they neglected him. 

 
• When it comes to the Gospel, because I love you, I don’t want you to face God’s 

judgment for sin. 
 

C. God shows mercy to individuals, not just a great city (3) 
 

3 So Jonah arose and went to Nineveh, according to the word of the Lord. Now Nineveh was an 
exceedingly great city, three days’ journey in breadth. 

 
• M.R. Wilson:  “From Nineveh’s walls, temples, palaces, inscription, and reliefs, mute yet 

elaborate witness is given to a city that flourished up to its destruction in 612 B.C..  
Accordingly, the magnificent buildings, artistic designs, and water-supply projects of Nineveh 
have resulted in its being likened to ancient Versailles.”  (Major Cities of the Biblical World, 
editor R.K. Harrison, Thomas Nelson, 1985, p. 180) 

 
• Assyria was a dominant Empire during the Old Testament times – particularly in the 7th 

century B.C. 
• Sennacherib made Nineveh the capital of Assyria in the early part of the 7th century B.C. 

(Allen, NICOT, p. 221) 



 
• Geographically, Nineveh is a mile East of the Tigris River. 

o Another river, the Khosr River runs through the middle of it. 
o There are 2 hills on opposite sides of the Khosr – the Kuyunjik 

(“many sheep”) North of the river and the Nebi-Yunus (“the 
prophet Jonah”) 

o The Kuyunjik was the site of the royal Assyrian palaces.   
o The Nebi-Yunus is where Jonah is alleged to have been buried. 

 
• “3 days breadth” = looking at a map, it looks like the perimeter of 

the wall looks like a beautiful 15K run.   
 

o Here are some of the views: 
1) The metropolis probably includes the residents outside the walls 

• “Wiseman has shown that this phrase can relate not only to Nineveh 
proper but to the entire administrative district of Nineveh. This 
metropolitan district included also the cities of Assur, Calah (Nimrud), 
and even Dur-Sharruken (Khorsabad). This interpretation is supported 
by Gen 10:11–12, where “that is the great city” seems to refer to the 
whole district covered by Nineveh, Rehoboth, Ir, Calah, and Resen.”1 

2) It would take 3 days for Jonah to preach this repentance at every public square 
within the city 

• “In the first century B.C., Diodorus Siculus correlated all the information 
received from the fourth-century Ctesias that Nineveh’s total 
circumference was approximately fifty-five miles. Given this, a three-day 
journey would be a reasonable trek around the city. On the other hand, 
the Assyrian king Sennacherib (704–681) wrote that he enlarged the 
circumference of the city of Nineveh from 9,300 to 21,815 cubits, or 
from about three miles to seven miles.”2 

3) It’s a figure of speech: Hyperbole 
 

• No matter the view, Jonah’s ministry was 3 days in Nineveh 
 

• The northern tell, Kuyunjik, the royal palaces were located 
 
• The southern tell, Nebi-Yunus (the Prophet Jonah) contained the tomb of Jonas 
 
• Isis ended up destroying the tomb of Jonas and other historical sites 
 

o The Atlantic Magazine:  “The tomb, one of Iraq’s iconic monuments, was revered by 
Muslims, Christians, and Jews alike. It was believed to be the final resting place of the 
biblical prophet Jonah, who got swallowed by a whale and who warned inhabitants of 
the Assyrian city of Nineveh (now Mosul) that God would destroy them if they did not 
repent for their sins. Jonah’s story appears in the Bible as well as the Koran. His tomb 

                                                 
1 Smith, B. K., & Page, F. S. (1995). Amos, Obadiah, Jonah (Vol. 19B, p. 257). Nashville: Broadman & 
Holman Publishers. 
2 Smith, B. K., & Page, F. S. (1995). Amos, Obadiah, Jonah (Vol. 19B, p. 257). Nashville: Broadman & 
Holman Publishers. 
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is perched on a high mound containing many layers of history: an ancient Assyrian 
temple and palace, a site of devotion for Jews, a Christian church, and a 12th century 
mosque. In 1924, a grand minaret was added by a Turkish architect who described 
the glow of the site as God’s gift to Mosul. Renovated in the 1990s under Saddam 
Hussein, it was a popular draw for pilgrims.” 
(By Sigal Samuel, Sara Farhan, and Atoor Lawandow, “ISIS Destroyed Jonah’s 
Tomb, but Not Its Message,” 
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2017/07/tomb-of-jonah-mosul-
isis/534414/) 

 
o Isis not only hated the Christian and Jewish connection, but also the Muslim 

connection to Jonah as a prophet  
o They not only destroyed the 2600 year old site but plundered the artifacts and sold 

them on the black market 
 

https://www.aaas.org/resources/mosul-iraq-destruction-nebi-yunis-tomb-prophet-jonah 
 

• The fact is, despite how great the city was – even compared to God himself, God loves the 
individuals in the city personally. 

 
• We must not look at a person through the lens of the political affiliation, cultural 

expression, educational achievements or deficiencies or societal status.  We must 
look at them through the eyes of God.  Each person is created in God’s image.  Loved 
by God.  Christ died on the cross for them. 

 
D. God shows mercy through patience, not that we don’t deserve swift punishment (4) 

 
4 Jonah began to go into the city, going a day’s journey. And he called out, “Yet forty days, and 
Nineveh shall be overthrown!”  

 
• “Jonah began to go into the city, going a day’s journey”  

o Jonah didn’t just walk through the great defensive walls and start shouting his 
message 

o He probably first met with the city officials and leaders 
o He probably came with gifts to gain access to preach through the city 

 
• Leslie C. Allen:  “Jonah trudges for a whole day and yet he has not reached the heart of the 

citdy.  He feels small, one man against a vast metropolis.  Lost like a needle in a haystack 
inside this gigantic Vanity Fair, this Sodom of a city, the tiny figure feels he can go no further.  
He stops and shouts out the laconic message with which he has been entrusted.  Nineveh’s 
days are numbered: it is to be overthrown soon.”  (The Books Of Joel, Obadiah, Jonah, and 
Micah, NICOT, Eerdmans, p. 222) 
 

• Jonah preaches “Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!”  
o 5 words in Hebrew (though 8 words in English) 
o “overthrown” = hāpak = destroy, in a very generic sense 
o He probably said more than that and we got a summary 
o But the understanding is that his message was quite brief 
o Jonah just experienced God’s mercy in being spared death 

https://www.theatlantic.com/author/sigal-samuel/
https://www.theatlantic.com/author/sara-farhan/
https://www.theatlantic.com/author/atoor-lawandow/


o Jonah just repented of His sin 
o Jonah now is emphasizing God’s judgment – it is not recorded that he spoke about 

God’s grace 
o Fretheim charged: “Jonah had just experienced the unmerited grace and goodness of 

God in his own life. Now he turns right around and makes it as difficult as possible for 
the Ninevites to experience God’s deliverance … a graceless message delivered by 
one living in the shadow of an experience of grace.”3 

o Was salvation or deliverance described or assumed? 
 

o Critics want to negate the fact that Jonah could not have spoken Aramaic 
o But an Assyrian official spoke Hebrew in 2 Kings 18:26-28 
o It would not be unusual for a missionary to Assyria to learn the language as well 
o It would be no shame for Jonah to have used an interpreter as well 
o It would not be above God to give Jonah language help 

 
o Ie/ I’ve spoken English and had a white missionary translate my sermon into Chinese 
o Ie/ I spent trips on my own to South America getting by with what little I got from 

High School but using interpreters for my sermons 
 

• We weren’t worthy of the Gospel when someone shared it with us.  Neither are 
those who God wants us to share it with. 

 
 
II. Repenting:  God Is Gracious Even When We’re Sinful (3:5-8) 
5 And the people of Nineveh believed God. 5b They called for a fast and put on sackcloth, from the 
greatest of them to the least of them. 6 The word reached the king of Nineveh, and he arose from his 
throne, removed his robe, covered himself with sackcloth, and sat in ashes. 7 And he issued a 
proclamation and published through Nineveh, “By the decree of the king and his nobles: Let neither 
man nor beast, herd nor flock, taste anything. Let them not feed or drink water, 8 but let man and beast 
be covered with sackcloth, and let them call out mightily to God. Let everyone turn from his evil way 
and from the violence that is in his hands.  
 

A. Faith:  Trust In God Not Idols (5a; cf. Rom 4:3) 
5a And the people of Nineveh believed God. 

 
• There have been a couple of ways to translate bēʾlōhîm 

o “believed in God” 
o “believed God” – ESV, NIV 
o John Walton doesn’t think this is saving faith, but trust in the words of Jonah that 

held off death and defeat (Jonah, pp. 53-54) and they continued in their idolatry 
o If they didn’t really believe, would God have withheld judgment? 

 
o But in Luke 11, Jesus seems to indicate they really did believe 

 

                                                 
3 Smith, B. K., & Page, F. S. (1995). Amos, Obadiah, Jonah (Vol. 19B, p. 259). Nashville: Broadman & 
Holman Publishers. 
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Luke 11:32 The people of Nineveh will also stand up against this generation on 
judgment day and condemn it, for they repented of their sins at the preaching of 
Jonah. Now someone greater than Jonah is here—but you refuse to repent. 
 

o Jesus uses this Ninevites as an example of belief versus the religious crowd who 
didn’t 
 

• Charles Ryrie:  “Faith means confidence, trust, to hold something as true….To have faith in 
Christ unto salvation means to have confidence that He can remove the guilt of sin and 
grant eternal life.”  (Basic Theology, p. 326) 

 
• Romans 4 – answer question of how people in OT were saved if Christ wasn’t born yet 

o Romans 4:3 “Abraham believed God and it was accounted unto him for 
righteousness” 

o Christ’s righteousness is imputed on Abraham though Christ was yet future 
o Abraham and OT saints trusted in the promise of a Redeemer 
o Christ died for people past, present and future 
o Then Paul anticipates the counter-attacks from the corrupt Jewish leaders 

 they trusted in the rite of circumcision – work, not faith 
 they trusted in the keeping of the Mosaic Law – work, not faith 
 they were trusting themselves 

 
• You must trust in what Christ accomplished accomplished on the cross for us – 

not a religion, or our religious works, but Christ’s death and resurrection! 
 

B. Repentance:  Turn From Sin To God (5b-9) 
5b They called for a fast and put on sackcloth, from the greatest of them to the least of them. 6 The 
word reached the king of Nineveh, and he arose from his throne, removed his robe, covered 
himself with sackcloth, and sat in ashes. 7 And he issued a proclamation and published through 
Nineveh, “By the decree of the king and his nobles: Let neither man nor beast, herd nor flock, 
taste anything. Let them not feed or drink water, 8 but let man and beast be covered with 
sackcloth, and let them call out mightily to God. Let everyone turn from his evil way and from the 
violence that is in his hands. 9 Who knows? God may turn and relent and turn from his fierce 
anger, so that we may not perish.” 

 
• The 3 day Evangelistic Crusade was cut short because the city responded on Day 1 
• 3 action responses:  believe, called (for fast) and put on (sackcloth) 

o “fast” = in repentance, they’re not celebrating with food 
o “sackcloth” = made of coarse goat skin, abrasive – sign of grief 

• The noble and commoner, the free and slave, male and female – all responded 
 

• V. 6 – “the word reached the king of Nineveh” – the revival didn’t start with the king, but 
with the commoners 

o One commentator identifies this king as Assur-dan III (Stuart, Hosea,Jonah, p. 492) 
o He removed his royal robe and replaced it with sackcloth to indicate his repentance 

as well 
o Then he lowered himself to sit in the dust and ashes 

 



• Vv. 7-8 – the king extended the decree to every person and animal to fast and wear sack 
cloth 

o The king was so afraid of judgment, he even got the animals involved – more out of 
superstition than recommended by God 

 
• V. 9 – The king is trying to demonstrate to God his repentance to avert God’s fierce wrath 

9 Who knows? God may turn and relent and turn from his fierce anger, so that we may not 
perish.” 

 
Matthew 12:40-41 40 For just as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the 
great fish, so will the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth. 41 The 
men of Nineveh will rise up at the judgment with this generation and condemn it, for they 
repented at the preaching of Jonah, and behold, something greater than Jonah is here. 

 
Acts 17:29-31  29 Being then God’s offspring, we ought not to think that the divine being is 
like gold or silver or stone, an image formed by the art and imagination of man. 30 The times of 
ignorance God overlooked, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent, 31 because 
he has fixed a day on which he will judge the world in righteousness by a man whom he has 
appointed; and of this he has given assurance to all by raising him from the dead.” 

 
1 Thessalonians 1:9b  “How you turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God” 

 
• Thomas Watson:  “Bible knowledge without repentance, will be but a torch to light men 

to hell.” 
 

• Charles Horne:  “Repentance includes a godly sorrow for sin.  The remorse of the truly 
penitent involves a deep contrition of heart, not so much for the punishment to which he is 
exposed as for the indignity he has done to a holy and gracious God.”  (The Doctrine Of 
Salvation, Moody, p. 50) 
 

• Charles Spurgeon:  “True repentance is always accompanied by sorrow. 
 
“Repentance is a deep, radical, fundamental, lasting change; and you will find that, 
whenever you meet with it in Scripture, it is always accompanied with sorrow for past sin. 
 
“And rest assured of this fact-- that the repentance which has no tear in its eye, and no 
mourning for sin in its heart, is a repentance which needs to be repented of. 
 
“In such false repentance, there is no evidence of conversion, band no sign of the 
existence of the grace of God.”  (Sermon:  “Awake”) 

 
• Thomas Watson:  “Repentance is a grace of God's Spirit, whereby a sinner is inwardly 

humbled and outwardly reformed. Repentance is a spiritual medicine made up of six 
special ingredients: 
  1. Sight of sin 
  2. Sorrow for sin 
  3. Confession of sin 
  4. Shame for sin 
  5. Hatred for sin 



  6. Turning from sin 
If any ingredient is left out, it loses its virtue.”  (The Doctrine Of Repentance) 

 
• If we don’t talk about sin, repentance and judgment, the lost won’t know what 

they’re being saved from. 
 
 
III. Relenting: God Is Satisfied When We Repent (10) 

10 When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil way, God relented of the disaster 
that he had said he would do to them, and he did not do it. 

 
• God saw how Assyria turned from evil 
• God relented 

 
• God is following His international policy that He declared in Jeremiah & Zechariah 

 
Jeremiah 18:7-10 7 If at any time I declare concerning a nation or a kingdom, that I will pluck 
up and break down and destroy it, 8 and if that nation, concerning which I have spoken, turns 
from its evil, I will relent of the disaster that I intended to do to it. 9 And if at any time I declare 
concerning a nation or a kingdom that I will build and plant it, 10 and if it does evil in my sight, 
not listening to my voice, then I will relent of the good that I had intended to do to it 
 
Zechariah 8:20-22 20 “Thus says the Lord of hosts: Peoples shall yet come, even the 
inhabitants of many cities. 21 The inhabitants of one city shall go to another, saying, ‘Let us go 
at once to entreat the favor of the Lord and to seek the Lord of hosts; I myself am 
going.’ 22 Many peoples and strong nations shall come to seek the Lord of hosts in Jerusalem 
and to entreat the favor of the Lord. 
 

o God loves international nations – even in the Old Testament 
o Jericho was warned – at least 7 days, Sodom & Gomorrah was warned 
o God wanted to spare them, but repentance from wickedness must occur because God 

knows sin will cruelly destroy a nation 
 

• There is some question that could arise here:  “Does God repent?” 
o Does God change His mind?  No. 
o He knows all. 
o “Relent” is a better concept than “repent” 

 
Numbers 23:19a God is not man, that he should lie, or a son of man, that he should change 
his mind. 

 
• “Relent” is an anthropopathism – a human emotion that tries to describe God 
• God required repentance and faith.  That satisfies His requirement. 
• Christ satisfied God’s wrath 

 
Romans 3:24-25 24 and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in 
Christ Jesus, 25 whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith. 
This was to show God’s righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed 
over former sins. 



 
• But going back to our opening verse – God is patient (40 day warning to Nineveh), God doesn’t 

want any to perish (even pagans) and desires all to come to repentance 
 
2 Peter 3:9 The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count slowness, but is patient 
toward you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repentance. 

 
Conclusion: 
 

• We weren’t worthy of the Gospel when someone shared it with us.  Neither are those who God 
wants us to share it with. 
 

• If we don’t talk about sin, repentance and judgment, the lost won’t know what they’re being 
saved from. 
 

• Big cities and large countries are made up of individuals whom God loves.  The way to 
transform our society is through reaching one soul at a time. 

 
 
Discussion: 

• Why is repentance important in salvation? 
• How can we find the courage to talk about difficult topics like judgment, sin and repentance to 

the lost? 
• What’s the best way to communicate bad news? 

 
 
 


