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Grace mercy and peace from God our Father, and the Lord Jesus Christ.  Seated
The title of the sermon today is: Even Hard Hearts Turn. Our text is the OT lesson, Jonah 3:1–5, 10.  We will look at it again in the sermon.   ……
   …   God tells Jonah, “Go to Nineveh.” Today, Nineveh is an archaeological site in Iraq. Back then, Nineveh was the capital of Assyria, a ferocious empire. It was the Assyrians who destroyed the northern kingdom of Israel and carried away their inhabitants. They were an extremely vicious nation noted for their cruelty and torture of their captives. And so in the story before out text begins God calls Jonah to go preach against the Assyrians. Read: 
Jonah 1: 2   “Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and call out against it, for their evil has come up before me.” 
So little wonder with the reputation of the Assyrians that Jonah arose all right, headed for Joppa and jumped aboard a ship headed for Tarshish, at the end of the known world to try to escape God and this assignment he must have considered suicidal. See map   Tarshish
So as Jonah is trying to escape in a boat on the Mediterranean Sea, the Lord unleashed a raging wind and violent storm. The ship is in such danger they throw the cargo overboard. Jonah, on his own advice to his shipmates, was tossed into the sea. He is sinking into the depths drowning. But God sends the great fish to swallow Jonah whole. On the third day, the fish vomits up the prophet on dry land.
That’s where our text from Jonah 3 starts, read:
Jonah 3:1–5, 10   Then the word of the LORD came to Jonah the second time, saying, “Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and call out against it the message that I tell you.” 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. Jonah began to go into the city, going a day's journey. And he called out, “Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!” 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. 
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.     Here ends our text.
…..  So our text start out “Then the word of the Lord came to Jonah the second time, saying, ‘Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and call out against it the message that I tell you.’ ” What does Jonah do the second time? “Jonah arose and went to Nineveh, according to the word of the Lord”    ….   Why did Jonah go to Nineveh? At first glance, it seems he sure learned his lesson in trying to run away from God and his assignment. Jonah doesn’t want to be fish food again! If so, then Jonah was driven by God’s Law. What the Lord commands must be obeyed. Jonah fears God and the consequences of disobedience.
   ….   But then I wonder. Did Jonah have a revelation? “God gives me a second chance. The first time I ran away. I was dead drowning, until God sent the fish. I owe the Lord my life! And where does he have the fish vomit me up? If God wanted the fish could have swum straight up the Tigris River and spit me up in downtown Nineveh. But no, God brought me safely home. He’s not forcing me. The Lord has given me a second chance!”
In Jonah 2, the part of the story before our text begins, Jonah beautifully gives God thanks already from inside the fish’s belly! Jonah sings of the “hope of steadfast love” because “salvation belongs to the Lord”, read:
Jonah 2: 7 – 10   When my life was fainting away, I remembered the LORD, and my prayer came to you, into your holy temple. Those who pay regard to vain idols forsake their hope of steadfast love. But I with the voice of thanksgiving will sacrifice to you; what I have vowed I will pay. Salvation belongs to the LORD!” 
Jonah has a revelation in the fish as he prays. He understands that the Assyrians, who worship idols, have no hope of Gods steadfast love. Jonah is driven by the Gospel: by the Good News that salvation belongs to the LORD. The Assyrians need that salvation; that’s why Jonah goes. Not because he fears God. Jonah goes because the Lord loves him and the Assyrians need God.
   …   Why do you go? Why do you reach out to those around you? You know those people whom God has put into your life. Some of them are hurting. They need to hear Jesus cares. Others are Assyrians hurting others, maybe even threatening you. They need to be warned of their sin. When God has put that person on your heart, why do you go?
God does demand that you speak up. You can be driven by God’s Law, by your fear of God. But there’s more. God desires! “God our Savior . . . desires all people to be saved,” as Paul wrote to Timothy. Read:
1 Timothy 2: 3, 4   This is good, and it is pleasing in the sight of God our Savior, who desires all people to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth. 
God puts his desire also in your heart. God promises to use you, just like Jonah, to lead others “to come to the knowledge of the truth”. You are driven by the Gospel, by the Good News that God loves you, the Good News that God loves the ones to whom he sends you. And the one to whom he sends you needs to hear so he can come to the knowledge of the truth!
 “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” Visualize this Nineveh, more powerful than today’s Toronto, Ont, more grand and gutsy than Montreal, Que.
“Jonah began to go into the city, going a day’s journey. And he called out, ‘Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!’ ” His word gives an exact picture: “overturned.” Jonah preaches, “The foundation, deeply dug under every building, will be overthrown. Your grand city will be rooted up, thrown high into the air, flipped over. Feel the rubble rain down—your proud capital, you bully, Assyria! You can kill the messenger. But this message comes from God! You’ll get what you deserve! Just forty days more! Nineveh shall be flipped up and flopped down.” Startling words from a Hebrew prophet in a foreign nation that had shown contempt for God!
But still more startling is the results of these words God had given to Jonah! “The people of Nineveh believed God. They called for a fast”. They quit all food, not a drop to drink, begging Jonah’s God, “Have mercy!” And they “put on sackcloth, from the greatest of them to the least of them. The cheapest, itchy burlap cloth, good for nothing but a sack, they put on as a shirt. That sackcloth felt on the skin like their guilt inside, “clawing” at the heart.
The Assyrian Empire subjugated the world with cruelty beyond compare. Still today, you can see their bragging artwork. They depict the kings of all the nations, each in their native dress. The Assyrians show these conquered kings paraded into slavery, the long line shackled, each connected to the next by a fishhook through the lips. The Assyrians boast of flaying children in the sight of their enslaved parents. They show Nineveh’s king gouging out his captives’ eyes with his spear.
This Nineveh now fasts in sackcloth.   ….    Why? At first glance, it looks as if God’s prophet threw them into a panic. The Assyrians learned a sudden fear of God!
But why did they listen to Jonah? I’d expect them to ignore, to smash, to viciously attack this loud mouthed foreigner. One theory guesses that three days in the fish’s gut had disfigured and bleached Jonah. The Ninevetes, superstitious, get spooked by the freak raging in their streets. But wasn’t it more than the acid that burned Jonah’s skin? God’s word is powerful; it touched the acid guilt that burned Nineveh’s heart.
Listen to Jonah. He preaches no Good News. No word of forgiveness. No hope of God’s love. Jonah calls out, “‘Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!’ And the people of Nineveh believed . . .” Jonah? No! “The people of Nineveh believed God”. Nineveh sees, “Who is this God who sends the prophet, who makes Jonah fearless? Who is this God, who dares threaten us with our sin? God is right! But they realize: God sent Jonah! God did not smash us without warning. We deserve no warning. But Jonah’s God gives us forty days. We have time, a second chance, a hope for mercy!”
Today’s Old Testament Reading from Jonah skipped over vv 6–9. Assyria’s ferocious king hears of Jonah, of Nineveh’s panic. He is cut to the heart! He issues the royal decree. Read:
Jonah 3: 6 – 9   The word reached the king of Nineveh, and he arose from his throne, removed his robe, covered himself with sackcloth, and sat in ashes. 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, 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. Who knows? God may turn and relent and turn from his fierce anger, so that we may not perish.” 
   …   Why did Nineveh listen? Was it fear of being reduced to rubble? Or was it because God creates hope for mercy?
I love Rom 6:23, where Paul summarizes the whole Bible. Read:
Romans 6: 23   For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. 
In one sentence Paul tells the bad news and the good. First, Paul tells how every sin pays out. “For the wages of sin is death.” Every day I experience how my sin keeps killing those I hurt. My sin keeps on killing me. But the Bible brings Good News beyond what this dying world knows. “The wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”
This is the way God was dealing with Jonah and Nineveh already way back in the Old Testament. God already saw Jesus hanging on the cross for them, for you, for me. Already for them, and surely now for us, Jesus’ death has taken the wages of our sin, has paid instead for us to live forever. Because of Jesus, God gives to me and you not what we sinners deserve. God gives us the gift of Jesus! He gives us life.
Nineveh believed God’s Law, the bad news. Yes, the only wages sin ever pays out is death, our deserved destruction. But Nineveh also had hope in the Gospel, the hope the king expressed that perhaps God may relent. And he did relent. Nineveh was spared, a free gift from God; just like the gift God freely gives us for Jesus’ sake, despite our sin.
…   …Why do you speak? Is it fear of trouble? Or because God creates love for Jesus! God invites you who have experienced forgiveness, life, love, the free gift of Jesus through his death and resurrection, to call out as Jonah did in Nineveh. Yes you also have been invited to rise up and share the good news of love and life through Jesus with hmmm. . .” With whom? Who is your Assyrian, someone who needs the Word of God, but by all logic will surely never listen?
“What difference are my words to Sam?” “As if Sally is going to listen to me!” Your words and mine change no one, that’s true. Neither did Jonah’s words. God told Jonah to proclaim the word He would give him! God also promises us, “I will give to you my words!” and his words can change even the hardest heart.
[bookmark: _GoBack]We Lutherans especially should remember the power of God’s Word. Our catechism tells the truth: “I believe that I cannot by my own reason or strength believe in Jesus Christ, my Lord, or come to Him; but the Holy Spirit has called me by the Gospel.” That’s the only way anyone believes. The Holy Spirit calls and convinces us with the Good News that Jesus, by his cross and empty tomb, has won for us the whole new life with God.
Jonah’s words could not change Nineveh. But Jonah spoke, and that awful empire heard God’s words. Stronger than the city’s foundations, the Holy Spirit used God’s words to “overturn” Nineveh’s cruel heart!
The same God lives today. We speak God’s Law, and he convicts sinners. Still more, we speak God’s Gospel—Christ, nailed to the cross for all of our sins—and he forgives that sin. The hardest hearts, the Holy Spirit can flip upside down.
Jonah is not just some fish story. Of all the prophets in the Bible, Jesus compares himself to only one. In Matthew 12, Jesus is speaking and he says Read: 
Matthew 12: 39 – 41   “An evil and adulterous generation seeks for a sign, but no sign will be given to it except the sign of the prophet Jonah. 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. 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. 
That something greater was the speaker, JC. He is the reason the cruel Ninevites repented, and that something greater is also the reason even the hardest heart can turn today, if we like Jonah speak the words God will give us.
Amen       
May the peace of God which transcends all understanding guard you hearts and minds in Christ Jesus, Amen. 
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