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Why Save Nineveh?

Dear Friends in Christ, 

At the recent Lutheran Women’s Missionary Society convention in Des Moines, we heard stories from 
world missionaries who are working in enemy territory. Of course, every Christian missionary works in 
enemy territory because the devil is always attacking wherever the gospel is preached. But that 
opposition is especially strong in some areas. Some areas of this world have policies and laws and 
customs that make it very difficult or illegal to be a Christian. Violence against Christians is encouraged 
or permitted by the governments. Property is damaged. Missionaries are denied access to areas and some
have to return to the United States because of threats. Why would we continue to preach the Word of 
God among people who are clearly aligned with the enemy of Christ? Why would we try to save those 
who want to harm and kill Christians? 

Jonah didn’t think it was a good idea to do mission work among the enemies of God. First he ran away 
on a ship to Tarshish. God stopped him with a storm and rescued him from drowning with a very large 
fish. Our text for today picks up after Jonah’s prayer of thanksgiving to God for rescuing him. Listen for 
why Jonah did not want to save the people of Nineveh and why the Lord did.

Jonah 3:3–4:4 (NIV84) 
Jonah obeyed the word of the LORD and went to Nineveh. Now Nineveh was a very important city—a 
visit required three days. 4 On the first day, Jonah started into the city. He proclaimed: “Forty more 
days and Nineveh will be overturned.” 5 The Ninevites believed God. They declared a fast, and all of 
them, from the greatest to the least, put on sackcloth. 6 When the news reached the king of Nineveh, he 
rose from his throne, took off his royal robes, covered himself with sackcloth and sat down in the dust. 7 
Then he issued a proclamation in Nineveh: “By the decree of the king and his nobles: Do not let any 
man or beast, herd or flock, taste anything; do not let them eat or drink. 8 But let man and beast be 
covered with sackcloth. Let everyone call urgently on God. Let them give up their evil ways and their 
violence. 9 Who knows? God may yet relent and with compassion turn from his fierce anger so that we 
will not perish.” 10 When God saw what they did and how they turned from their evil ways, he had 
compassion and did not bring upon them the destruction he had threatened. 1 But Jonah was greatly 
displeased and became angry. 2 He prayed to the LORD, “O LORD, is this not what I said when I was 
still at home? That is why I was so quick to flee to Tarshish. I knew that you are a gracious and 
compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity. 3 
Now, O LORD, take away my life, for it is better for me to die than to live.” 4 But the LORD replied, 
“Have you any right to be angry?” 

Jonah was not scared of the people of Nineveh. He was afraid that the Lord might forgive them. You see,
Jonah would have been happy to see Nineveh destroyed for several reasons.

One is that the Assyrians were ungodly and cruel. They had a reputation for extreme cruelty against their
enemies. They worshiped many false gods. They were an immoral and violent people. Why try to save 



people like this? Wouldn’t the world be a better place without such people?

The Assyrian Empire has fallen. But there are some today who engage in extreme violence. Muslims 
who strictly follow the teaching of Islam may commit violence and terror in the name of the false god 
named Allah. Wouldn’t this world be a better place if everyone like this was destroyed by the hand of the
one, true God, the Triune God? Less violence in this world is a good thing, right? Maybe we can 
understand Jonah’s thinking a little bit.

Another reason not to try to save the Assyrians from God’s judgment is that they were not Jews. 
Therefore, they did not have the law of Moses or the promises of a Savior to be born from their people. 
If all of the Assyrians were wiped out by the Lord, Jesus would still be born because the Savior would 
come from the Jews. In addition, the Assyrians would be the nation to destroy the northern kingdom of 
Israel some 60 years after Jonah went to Nineveh. If Jonah did not preach to the Ninevites, perhaps the 
Lord would destroy them and Israel would be saved from future destruction. There were 
selfish/nationalistic reasons to not save Nineveh. Might there be times when we could proclaim the 
Word of God to someone but not do it because, according to our thinking, they are not likely to believe it
or they might react poorly. Maybe we hesitate to invite someone to church because they are not the 
church going type or they might cause problems if they showed up in church.

Let me give one more reason for Jonah to stay in Israel instead of going to Nineveh. There was plenty of
work for a prophet in Israel under King Jeroboam II. This was a time of prosperity in Israel. But the 
people did not use their prosperity to serve the Lord and their neighbors. Instead it led to greed, 
oppressing the poor, neglecting the worship of the Lord, idolatry and even child sacrifice. The people of 
Israel needed prophets of the Lord to save them by the preaching of law and gospel. Why go to Nineveh 
when our own people are in danger of eternal punishment?

A congregation today can become so inwardly focused that it does not want the outside world to spoil it. 
Visitors are looked on with suspicion because they might have some false doctrine and probably do. 
New members are not listened to because they might lead the congregation into false doctrine. Outreach 
is done sparingly because we only want the right kind of believer at our church. Why go to others with 
the Word of God when there is work to do among our own people? 

Though we will not likely speak it as clearly as Jonah, there are times when we have his attitude. Why 
save “those people”? Jonah gives the reason as he describes the Lord.

I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God 
who relents from sending calamity. 

The Lord had every right to be angry with Jonah. Jonah disobeyed God, ran from God and wanted the 
people of Nineveh to be destroyed and suffer the eternal torments of hell. But the Lord is slow to anger. 
He sent a storm to turn Jonah around, kept Jonah from drowning in the sea, and deals patiently with 
Jonah as Jonah complains about the Lord’s mercy to the people of Nineveh. The Lord is abounding in 
love for his prophet Jonah.

The Lord is abounding in love for the people of Nineveh. There were at least 120,000 people in the area 
and the Lord had plenty of reasons to be angry. They were violent. They worshiped other gods. They 



were enemies of Israel. But the Lord’s message to them was one of patience and grace. “Forty more days
and Nineveh will be overturned.” Yes, that is law but there is a time of grace attached to it. Forty days of
grace. Forty days to repent. Forty more days of God’s patience. And by a miracle of the Holy Spirit the 
people repented. The Spirit convinced them that the Lord was not only slow to anger but would also 
forgive them. There was a chance to be spared from destruction, but only one chance and that was to 
repent and turn to the Lord was is gracious and compassionate, the God who sent his prophet to call 
them to repentance. 

This was true repentance. Even the king repented and issued a decree for all to repent. The king told the 
people to give up their evil ways and violence, and thus he confessed the sins of his people. Finally he 
said, “Who knows? God may yet relent and with compassion turn from his fierce anger so that we will 
not perish.” This foreign king depends on the compassion of the Lord to save him and his people. He is 
not completely confident that the Lord will save them from destruction but he puts his life into the hands
of the God of Jonah. For our God has a reputation of being a “gracious and compassionate God, slow to
anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity.” 

This God spared the people of Nineveh. This God delivered the world for sin and eternal death through 
Christ. We no longer have to say with uncertainty, “Who knows? Maybe God will save us.” God gave us
his Word to give us the certain answer. He revealed himself to Moses as the gracious and compassionate 
Lord. And throughout the Old Testament he continued to show his grace and compassion, not only to 
those in Israel but also to foreigners like the Ninevites. He proved beyond all doubt that he is gracious 
and compassionate when he gave his Son to die in the place of all sinners. Christ is the Lamb of God 
who takes away the sin of the world. Forgiveness has been won for all people in all places at every time 
in the history and future of this world. Christ’s death on the cross gives us the certainty of forgiveness of 
sins. It proves that God is abounding in love for all people.

Christ gave one more sign that guarantees forgiveness and eternal life. He said in the Gospel of Matthew
(12:40), “As Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of a huge fish, so the Son of Man will be 
three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.” Christ’s resurrection shows that he completed the 
payment for all sins and shows that God will bring all who trust in Christ to eternal life with him. 

Amen.


