
Jonah 3: The just and compassionate God 

God is revealed to be both a God of justice, and a God of compassion 

 Intro 

 There are many different ways you can work out what a person is like aren't there. You can talk to 

them. I guess this is often the simplest way. There was a time just a few months ago when you weren't 

allowed to talk to people inside but now we are completely free to talk to those people we wish to get 

to know. 

 You can also work out by what you hear about them. It may be that you don't know them personally but 

you know someone who does, and so you can work out what they are like by asking somebody else. 

 You can also work out what somebody is like by observing their actions, the things they do. By putting 

their actions back together you can figure out what that person is really like. Sometimes as you do so, 

you might notice that their actions tell you opposite things. They might be kind one day, then unkind 

the next, and you struggle to decide which is the real them, or whether they are just inconsistent. 

 As we look through Jonah chapter 3, we're going to see a God who is revealed by his actions to be both 

a God of justice, and a God of compassion. 2 qualities, which, for us, often seem to be complete 

opposites, but as we read we're going to see how God is able to be both perfectly compassionate, and 

perfectly just at the same time. 

 To do this, we’re going to look at the three main characters in this chapter, Jonah, the Ninevites and 

God, and at what we can learn from them. And to help I’ve got three headings:  Jonah restored, Nineveh 

repented, God’s character revealed. 

 Jonah restored 

 First then, Jonah restored. Our view of Jonah changes from chapter to chapter. We see in chapter 1 a 

disobedient Jonah. God commands Jonah to go and preach at Nineveh and Jonah decides to run away in 

the opposite direction, before God pulls him back. In chapter 2 we then see a repentant Jonah, praying 

to God for rescue. In chapter 3, we see a Jonah who gets it right. 

 Read vs. 1-2: ‘Then the word of the LORD came to Jonah a second time: “Go to the great city of Nineveh 

and proclaim to it the message I give you.” Jonah obeyed the word of the LORD and went to Nineveh. 

Excellent. And this is not an easy task, it’s around 600 miles to get there. But that doesn’t stop him- this 

is Jonah deciding to obey. 

 We’re told then that Nineveh was a very large city, it took three days to go through it. Your translation 

may have it slightly differently, it might say a visit required three days or it was three days journey in 

breadth. The main thing is this is not just a quick job for Jonah.  

 Yet I’m impressed by how Jonah approaches it- he just starts straight away, on the first day, proclaiming 

his message. I don’t think this is the main application from Jonah, but it’s a useful reminder for how we 

are to approach our work for God in the world today.  

 Just do it. Jonah could spend hours or days analysing the best strategy to go for. But he doesn’t, instead 

on that 1st day, going into the city he preaches. Useful example for our own lives. 

 Christians are sent out into the world to transform it, both as we speak of Jesus and seek to live like 

him. Of course it’s sensible to think about how best to do this, but you don’t need to wait until you’ve 

figured out exactly how this looks in your sphere of life, just go and do it. 

 However, we’re going to go back to vs. 1, and I want to ask you a question: In your seeking to live out 

your life for God, have you ever failed him? Or rather, have you ever felt like you’ve failed him?  

 



 Maybe it’s that sin you keep falling for, again and again, and every time you say sorry you fall for it 

again. It might be it’s that person you know you should speak to about Jesus, yet time and again you 

just don’t muster up the courage. Or it might be that time when you knew you should speak up about 

some wrong which was occurring, but you didn’t and you keep thinking back knowing you should have. I 

think most of us will have felt like we’ve let God down many many times. 

 In which case, vs. 1 of this chapter should be of great encouragement to us: The word of God came to 

Jonah a 2nd time. This is not, oh you managed that first task really well, here’s a second one for you to 

tackle too. It’s, Jonah, who completely failed the first time of asking, who intentionally rejected God’s 

words, and yet the word of the Lord came to him a second time. This tells us a few things about how 

God uses his people: 

 Firstly, God’s plans are not affected by human failures. Sometimes we like to think of God with his grand 

plan for our lives, and it all depends on us making the correct choices at exactly the right times. And if 

we mess up, well we’ve let him down, that’s his plan for our lives ruined. That’s not the case. Jonah 

messed up pretty badly, yet God’s plan still works out.  

 Also, God’s doesn’t let us go that easily when we choose our own way. Maybe Jonah was hopeful that 

his part in this story would end after chapter 2. There, he’s been swallowed by the big fish as 

punishment, he’s been spat out but now he’s learned his lesson. He can go back home now with a story 

to tell. No, God is that loving that he does not want Jonah to miss out on being used by him to speak to 

Nineveh. You can be sure that, if God has plans for you to do something, you will eventually do it. 

 Finally, our failures do not disqualify us from being used by God. Jonah failed, yet God did not cast him 

aside and decide to use someone else. When we fail to do something that we ought to do, we are not 

rejected, but we are restored and used again by God. Past disobedience does not prevent God’s people 

being used by him, and it did not prevent Jonah being restored by God to go to Nineveh for him. 

 Nineveh repented 

 Moving on to looking at the Ninevites, we see the result of Jonah’s ministry in the next verses. vs.5: ‘The 

Ninevites believed God. A fast was proclaimed, and all of them, from the greatest to the least, put on 

sackcloth.’ 

 Is that what you expected the first time you read this book? Maybe this was your first time hearing this 

passage today, in which case did that result surprise you? One day of preaching, and it caused a 

complete turnaround for that whole city, ‘from the greatest to the least’! 

 It certainly would have surprised the early readers of this book. These are meant to be the enemies of 

God’s chosen people, yet God brought even them to repent. 

 There is a question: Was Jonah the only means? Maybe not, at the time history suggests that there may 

have been plagues, wars and even solar eclipses that contributed to the Ninevites sense of worry. But if 

true, doesn’t that make this miracle all the greater, of God bringing multiple events together to bring 

the Ninevites to him? 

 I hope that encourages you too. The fact that God is able to act to rescue those who were completely 

opposed to him, that gives us hope for our families and friends, for those most set against God, that 

they might eventually come to him. 

 Now you might be encouraged to read of the Ninevites change of heart, but puzzled at their behaviour. 

We read of them fasting, putting on sackcloth, sitting down in the dust- what’s that all about. Well in 

their time, this was way of showing repentance, hence this section title of Nineveh repented. 

 Repentance is a part of Christian life; it means to turn away from living our own way, living in sin, and to 

start living God’s way. And it starts at the beginning of your life as a Christian, and then is something 

we’re told to keep on doing. 



 In fact, we’ve already done it. At the start of this service, we said a prayer together, known as the 

Confession. It starts like this: ‘Almighty God, our heavenly Father. We have sinned against you, and 

against our neighbour. In thought and word and deed. Through negligence, through weakness, through 

our own deliberate fault. We are truly sorry, and repent of all our sin...’ 

 When I get to that word ‘repent’, I’ve never felt the need to put on sackcloth, or go without food. I 

guess we show repentance in different ways. But when reading this passage, what struck me most was 

the Ninevites repentance. Not the sackcloth, but just the scale of it, the emotion, the sorrow at sin. I 

can’t think of the last time I repented like that. Have I even ever been moved to tears over my own sin 

and my need to repent. Rarely, if ever.  

 Why not? Why don’t we repent to the same scale that the Ninevites did. It’s probably true that they had 

different sins to repent of, but I think also partly it’s because we just get used to sin. We forget how 

great a crime it is, saying no to the loving rule of God, and forget how greatly we need to repent. I think 

we can learn a lot from the passion and scale of repentance of the Ninevites. 

 

 On the opposite side, having a proper view of sin affects how we share the Gospel with others. On my 

laptop at home, I’ve got a quote saved. I saw it ages ago, just on Facebook, and I copied it and saved. 

 It says this: ‘If a man preaches grace without repentance, he succeeds only in causing many to march 

towards hell with complete peace’ 

 I’ve got it saved, because I know I’ve been guilty of it. I’ve gladly told others of God’s forgiveness and 

grace, all good things they need to hear, but been very quiet on their need to repent and follow Jesus. 

Probably because of fear over how they might take it, how are they going to be willing to repent? 

 Can you imagine if Jonah had done the same? “Hey Ninevites, God wants to know and love you. Those 

evil things you do- Nah, don’t worry about them, God doesn’t mind.” 

 Well what would have happened? I’m sure the Ninevites would have been overjoyed to hear that, they 

would have been filled with happiness. But it would have been a false happiness, which would have 

evaporated instantly, when God’s judgement came on them. 

 The repentance of the Ninevites shows us how people need to hear the full Gospel, God’s grace and 

goodness to us, and the need to repent and be forgiven. It also shows us how God can act to bring the 

people to him who we think are least likely to respond. 

God’s character is revealed 

 Finally in this chapter, we see here how God’s character is revealed. And this is a theme which flows 

through the whole chapter: God is revealed to be both a God of justice, and a God of compassion. That 

for me is the line which summarises the whole chapter. 

 We see that God is a God of justice in God’s judgement of Nineveh, which Jonah relays in vs. 4: ‘Forty 

more days and Nineveh will be overthrown.’ This is not just a random act of God, but is in direct 

response to Nineveh’s wickedness, which we’re told right at the start of the book of Jonah. 

 God is a God of justice, because he sees evil and he judges it. And that is a good thing. We may not like 

the idea of judgement, yet we know it’s right when the judge sentences the criminal who’s done wrong.  

 The Bible tells us that there is a time coming when God will judge the whole world, when every evil 

deed will be accounted for. Sometimes, however, wickedness is so great, that God also acts to judge it 

before that day. That’s what has happened with Nineveh here. Their wickedness has come up before 

God, and it’s so great, that he chooses to act.  

 At the same time though, we see in this chapter that God is also a God of compassion. We see the God 

of compassion clearly in verse 9 and 10. In fact, compassion is the very word, the King of Nineveh uses, 

‘God may yet relent and with compassion turn from his fierce anger’. He’s hoping that God will act with 

compassion and, in vs. 10, he does so where he relents from sending judgement. 



 We also see the God of compassion in vs. 1 where Jonah is called a 2nd time, where Jonah’s previous 

rejection of God’s command doesn’t stop God calling him again. 

 We see God’s compassion too in sending Jonah to Nineveh. God doesn’t have to do this. As far as Israel 

was concerned, they were God’s people, not the Ninevites. Sure, there was provision for foreigners to 

come to them and worship God, but God was not meant to reach out to his enemies, to those who 

don’t even know him. Here in Jonah 3, his compassion, causes him to send Jonah to Nineveh. 

 It’s the same compassion which causes him to reach out and call us, who were his enemies, to be his 

people. One application from this chapter is looking honestly at ourselves and thinking, do we act with 

such compassion towards those we consider to be outsiders, who don’t know God yet. 

 You might be listening and asking yourself, how is it that God can be both a God of compassion, and of 

justice. Don’t they seem to be polar opposites? Yet this is just who he is. He does not flip between the 

two as you or I might. It’s not one day he might be compassionate, but the next he’s just interested in 

justice. A God of justice and compassion is how he has revealed himself through history.  

 Listen to what he says in Exodus 34:6-7: And he passed in front of Moses, proclaiming, “The LORD, the 

LORD, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, 

maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin. Yet he does not leave the 

guilty unpunished; he punishes the children and their children for the sin of the parents to the third and 

fourth generation.” 

 It’s easy today, to forget one or the other of his qualities. Many, today love to hear about a God of 

compassion, but struggle to understand how he can also be a God of justice. The King of Nineveh 

struggles with this too, but the other way round. He’s convinced that God will judge, but he doesn’t 

know if he will be compassionate 

 Did you see his question in vs. 9? He asks: ‘Who knows? God may yet relent...’. There’s uncertainty 

there. He doesn’t know if God will or not. He’s got a slight hope, but that’s all it is. He knows God is a 

God of judgement, he doesn’t know whether he is also a God of compassion. He only finds that out later 

when God relents. 

 We on the other hand, don’t have to be so unsure. We have the Bible proclaiming God as both just and 

compassionate. We have Jonah 3. And more than that, we have the cross of Jesus. 

 We have the cross, where God was fully just when he poured out his wrath for sin on Jesus. He was fully 

compassionate where we, though being God’s enemies, were offered forgiveness when we turn to him. 

 God is revealed in this chapter to be a God of justice and repentance. We see it in Jonah’s restoration as 

God’s prophet. We see it in Nineveh’s judgement then repentance. And we see it even more perfectly 

when we look at the cross. 


