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May 30, 2021  Matthew 5:43-48 
 
Matthew 5:43-48 (NRSV) 
‘You have heard that it was said, “You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.” But I say to 
you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your 
Father in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the 
righteous and on the unrighteous. For if you love those who love you, what reward do you have? Do 
not even the tax-collectors do the same? And if you greet only your brothers and sisters, what more 
are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same? Be perfect, therefore, as your 
heavenly Father is perfect. 
 
Let us continue our worship together in prayer: Nurturing Lord, open our ears to what you 
would have us hear and our eyes to the new things you are doing in our midst, so that we might 
see you at work in and through us. If these words be Thy Word, may they adhere to our hearts, 
forever transforming us into who you would have us be, though who art our Rock and  
our Redeemer. Amen. 
 
Jonah 3:1-10 
The word of the LORD came to Jonah a second time, saying, “Get up, go to Nineveh, that great city, and 
proclaim to it the message that I tell you.” So Jonah set out and went to Nineveh, according to the 
word of the LORD. Now Nineveh was an exceedingly large city, a three days’ walk across. Jonah began 
to go into the city, going a day’s walk. And he cried out, “Forty days more, and Nineveh shall be 
overthrown!” 
 
And the people of Nineveh believed God; they proclaimed a fast, and everyone, great and small, put on 
sackcloth. When the news reached the king of Nineveh, he rose from his throne, removed his robe, 
covered himself with sackcloth, and sat in ashes. Then he had a proclamation made in Nineveh: “By 
the decree of the king and his nobles: No human being or animal, no herd or flock, shall taste 
anything. They shall not feed, nor shall they drink water. Human beings and animals shall be covered 
with sackcloth, and they shall cry mightily to God. All shall turn from their evil ways and from the 
violence that is in their hands. Who knows? God may relent and change his mind; he may turn from 
his fierce anger, so that we do not perish.” When God saw what they did, how they turned from their 
evil ways, God changed his mind about the calamity that he had said he would bring upon them; and 
he did not do it. 
 

The Stories of God for the people of God… thanks be to God. 
 
Please note this passage starts with: The word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time…”  
 
When was the first time? Well… it unfolds like this: 
• The Lord tells Jonah to go to Ninevah – filled with people that Jonah absolutely despises - to 

warn them that they are upsetting God. 
• Jonah instead gets on a ship headed the opposite direction. 
• The Lord starts up a storm that threatens to break up the ship that Jonah is on. 
• The sailors start to pray to their gods to save them. 
• The captain of the ship finds Jonah in the bottom of the boat sleeping and kindly suggests to 

him that maybe he should pray to his God too. 
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• The sailors figure out that Jonah is the problem, but try to save him anyway by attempting to 
get to shore. 

• The storm gets even stronger so they throw Jonah into the sea – then the storm stopped, and 
according to the New Revised Standard Version: the Lord provided a large fish to swallow up 
Jonah; and Jonah was in the belly of the fish three days and three nights (1:17). 

 
In chapter 2 Jonah prays to God the kind of desperate prayer one prays when one has hit rock – or 
large fish – bottom. It includes lines like this - this time from the Common English Bible: 
 
 “I called out to the LORD in my distress, and he answered me. 
        From the belly of the underworld I cried out for help; 
        you have heard my voice… 
 
5 Waters have grasped me to the point of death; 
        the deep surrounds me. 
Seaweed is wrapped around my head 
6         at the base of the undersea mountains. 
I have sunk down to the underworld; 
        its bars held me with no end in sight. 
        But you brought me out of the pit.’ 
 
10 Then the LORD spoke to the fish, and it vomited Jonah onto the dry land. 
 
Now that he was turned around, Jonah finally moves on to Ninevah (hopefully for some new 
clothes) – and also to do what the Lord had asked him to do in the first place: give Ninevah God’s 
message that they need to repent. 
 
Jonah did what he was told and Ninevah did what they were told – everyone put on sackcloth in a 
symbol of repentance. According to scripture, even the animals put on sackcloth.  
 
Verse 10 tells us that God saw what they did and God changed his mind about the calamity that he 
had said he would bring upon them; and God did not do it.” 
 
Now, this could be the end of the story except Jonah… well Jonah can’t leave well enough alone and 
he begins to sulk. Was it because God treated him so harshly by forcing him into the belly of sushi? 
No. 
Was it because he will never be able to unsee the sight of so many animals dressed in sackcloth? 
No. 
 
Jonah is mad because he can’t stand the Ninevites – and God just up and forgave ALL OF THEM. 
 
Jonah 4:1-3 
But this was very displeasing to Jonah, and he became angry. He prayed to the LORD and said, ‘O LORD! 
Is not this what I said while I was still in my own country? That is why I fled to Tarshish at the 
beginning; for I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in 
steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing. And now, O LORD, please take my life from me, 
for it is better for me to die than to live.’ 
 
The truth comes out!  
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Jonah is a grace and mercy withholding pouty pants. 
He’s like Seinfeld’s famous Soup Nazi, only with grace -  “None for you!” 
 
Jonah didn’t want mercy for these people – these Ninevites were TERRIBLE -  REVENGE! is what 
Jonah wanted. 
 Eye for an eye! Punishment! Judgment! 
 
And instead Jonah encountered… grace.i 
 
And it ticks. him. off. 
Grace WINS! 
 
And Jonah is ANGRY. 
 
Jonah burns hot with anger, contrasted by God, who turns from the heat of his anger as the text 
says, when God relents from retribution when the Ninevites repent.  
 
Jonah is angry that God is gracious, and the kicker is that Jonah knew God would be.  
And Jonah found that incredibly hard to stomach – kind of like the whale. 
 
Jonah says, “This is why I ran away in the first place. It’s why I ended up in that stupid fish.  
Because I knew that you were a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in 
steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing; I knew it.   
I know you.  
 
(And the best part) - And now, just kill me. I can’t stand it. It’s better for me to die than live.”  
 
Jonah knew God -  
 how God forgave, 
  how God cared for creation, 
   how God loved. 
 
How God was as God said:  
merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness. 
 
Jonah knew this to be true and he could not stomach it.  
He would rather die than live knowing that God showed mercy and grace to those people. 
 
Grace will win? 
 We’ve lived in 14 plus months… well, 4 plus years… well… our entire lives in a culture of finger-
pointing, lying, truth manipulating, fear-mongering, cancelling, and judging.  
 
It’s all too easy to get eaten alive by it all. We ignore the detrimental characteristics of the people 
whose opinions we have decided matter. We blindly put our faith and trust in people and 
platforms; forgetting – and ignoring - that God calls us to a higher ground. 
 
Why? Because sometimes it’s hard to stomach God:   
hard to stomach who God is, how God acts, and who God asks us to be.  
It’s not the blurry parts of the gospel that keep me awake at night; it’s the things I know to be true. 
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And don’t we know? 
 Know that generosity is more life giving than greed.   
 Know that suffering is part of the deal of loving.   
 Know that though we can’t say how prayer works, it matters.   
 Know that fear and panic rarely leads to ethical decisions.   
 Know that nothing is guaranteed and yet God provides - so worry is pointless.  
 Know that love of self is inextricably linked with love of neighbor.  
 Know that finding our lives means giving them away.  
 
We don’t have to be convinced of this.  We already know it.   
Grace will win. 
 
Our call isn’t to run away from God, plugging our ears, so that we can stay on our political high 
horse. Our call isn’t to make the Gospel more palatable for us to handle so we can spout what we 
want during the week, and just check in with God on Sunday mornings. 
 
Our call is to live the Gospel.  
 
If I understand the text, the promise is that God will be gracious.  
God will be God.  
God will remain true to God’s character.  
As God has said, “I will be who I will be.” 
 
Our call is to simply, and sometimes impossibly, live our lives outwardly showing the trust we 
have in God’s promise that ultimately….         mercy and grace will win. 
 
And maybe we can get out of the way of our own judgment of those people, and give thanks that 
God’s mercy and grace is for us too. 
 
Thanks be to God, Amen. 
 
 

 
i Meg Peery McLaughlin. Jonah. The Well, Birmingham, Alabama, 2016. 


