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Kerrisdale Presbyterian Church 
“Jonah and the mercy of God”  
Scripture: Jonah 1:1-17 & 3:1-10, Psalm 90:1-6, 13-17 
Hymns: All creatures of our God and King 433, The National Anthem: “O Canada” 
833, Lord, I want to be a Christian 571, We come to ask your forgiveness 201, 
Eternal Father, strong to save 325 
November 6, 2016 
Rev. Steve Filyk 
Remembrance Sunday 
 
We like to think of ourselves 
 As nice, kind, tolerant people. 
 
We like to think of ourselves 
 As nice, kind, tolerant people. 
 
But nice people like ourselves end up in conflicts. 
 We find ourselves cultivating enemies: 
  Either at work,  

Or in our families,  
Or in our neighborhoods. 

 
I ran across this story about a feud between neighbors, 

The Johnston’s and the Jackson’s in Airdrie, 
  A bedroom community just north of Calgary. 
 
You’ve probably heard the proverb 
 ‘Good fences make good neighbors’. 
  Well this conflict started with a fence. 
 
What follows is from a news report: 
 
“He built a fence that was against bylaw to cover up my signs,”  

Cal Johnston told CTV Calgary.  
 
Sonja Jackson acknowledges  

that she and her husband had planned to build a “privacy fence” 
because they take pride in their yard  

and wanted to separate it from what they suggest 
is their neighbours’ dandelion-infested yard. 

However, she claims she and her husband  
backed off on building the fence  

when Cal Johnston promised to take better care 
 of his garden. 

 
As “nice neighbours,” Sonja Jackson said,  

[she and her husband] agreed 
 to return all the materials for the fence.  

But, after waiting two years for a change…  
they decided to build it after all. 

 
The city of Airdrie twice forced the Jacksons to lower the fence. 
 
Both neighbours put up warning signs  

on their respective properties and directed them at each other. 
 

They both subsequently installed security cameras  
outside their respective houses too,  

in an apparent attempt to intimidate.  
 
The fight escalated when the Johnstons accused the Jacksons  

of pointing one of their security cameras  
right into their master bedroom window… 

 
 
Now, both couples are furious.  

They have contacted police and the city of Airdrie multiple times.  
A judge has granted restraining orders in the fight,  

but bad behaviour between the couples continues. 
 
Mischief charges are pending against Cal Johnston and Howard Jackson. 

And, the dispute has gotten so volatile  
that an interaction between the men’s wives became physical… 
 

The homeowners say that attempts to negotiate  
a solution to their dispute hasn’t worked… 

Meanwhile, both couples said  
they want the issue to be put to rest.”i 
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They want the issue to be put to rest. 
 But once you’re in a conflict, 
  And that conflict has escalated, 
   It’s not easy to find a way out. 
 
Today’s reading from the Narrative Lectionary 
 Takes us to the story of Jonah. 
 
Like Elijah of last week’s lesson, 
 Jonah is also remembered as a prophet  

of the northern kingdom of Israel. 
   Active somewhat later during the reign of Jeroboam II.ii 
 
Jonah’s story stretches believability: 
 Man-swallowing fish, 
  The immense size of Nineveh, 
   And a national week of repentance, 
    In response to the worlds shortest sermon... 
 
The details don’t hold together so well. 
 
But this story, like most stories, is less interested in the details. 

It is more interested in conveying a particular lesson, morale. 
 
In the case of Jonah the story is considering  
 How Israel can be a ‘light to the nations’, 
  When she has so many enemies. 
 
And these aren’t garden variety enemies 
 Like the Jackson’s or the Johnston’s. 
  These are Goliath sized enemies 
   Like Assyria and Babylon. 
 
Good luck getting the neighbors fence reduced 
 When you’re living next door to the Mar-a-lago. 
 
Now of all the stock enemies of Israel, 
 Nineveh is well chosen. 
 
 

The Bible elsewhere remembers Nineveh as: 
 “the symbol of overwhelming and ruthless power of empire.  

Its pride in its power is set forth in Isaiah [while] 
Nahum depicts it as a “city of blood”  

and of “endless cruelty”.iii  
 
During the time of King Hezekiah, 
 leader the southern kingdom of Judah,  

the Assyrian King Sennacherib  
   seiged and captured the town of Lachish, 
 
an event which was commemorated on reliefs 
 installed in Sennacherib’s palace in Nineveh. 
 
Now on display in the British Museum, 
 The reliefs depict Judean “defenders…  

being thrown over the ramparts,  
impaled, having their throats cut  

and asking for mercy.”iv 
   
These are the sort of neighbors 
 That no-one wants to have! 
 
And so when Jonah is told to go and preach to Nineveh, 
 We can understand his apprehension. 
  We can understand why he turns the opposite way. 
 
But his concern isn’t just about safety, 
 About touring through the land 
  Of hated and dangerous enemies. 
 
His greatest fear isn’t telling them 
 That God is angry with their behavior; 
  Declaring a message of coming judgement. 
 
 
His greatest fear is that God show mercy, 

That God will forgive them. 
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We discover this in the last chapter of the book 
 A section that was omitted from today’s reading. 
  When God sends Jonah to Nineveh,  

why does he flee for Tarshish? 
 
Jonah said it was about God:  

“I knew you were sheer grace and mercy,  
not easily angered, rich in love,  

and ready at the drop of a hat  
to turn your plans of punishment  

into a program of forgiveness!”v 
 
Jonah doesn’t want reconciliation 
 With his enemies. 
  So when God sends him to be a light 
   To a nation covered in darkness, 
    Jonah heads the other way. 
 
This leads us to the better-known part of the story. 
 Jonah is asleep on a boat he’s chartered 
  To the opposite end of the Mediterranean. 
   Suddenly a storm blows in  

and puts the crew in peril. 
 
Worried that they are going to capsize 
 The fearful sailors wake him and talk to him. 
  And they hear his sad story of rebellion, 
   About trying to flee from God. 
 
At his insistence they regretfully toss him overboard 
 As an attempt to atone for his disobedience. 
  And the sea becomes quiet, 
   The ship is graciously saved. 
 
So does Jonah die for displeasing God? 

No God rescues the disobedient Jonah 
  And has him swallowed by a whale. 
 
 
 

God it seems, is the God of second chances. 
 And when Jonah is spit up, on the beach 
  The same orders are repeated. 
   God commissions him a second time 
    To preach in Nineveh. 
 
This time Jonah obeys 
 And when he’s made it into the heart of the city, 
  He shares this simple message: 
   “In forty days Nineveh will be destroyed.” 
 
What the story tells us is that those 

Wicked, disobedient enemies in Nineveh 
 Listened to Jonah’s gloomy message. 

 
“The people of Nineveh listened, and trusted God.  

They proclaimed a citywide fast  
and dressed in burlap to show their repentance.  

 
Everyone did it—rich and poor,  

famous and obscure, leaders and followers… 
 
[And when] God saw what they had done,  

that they had turned away from their evil lives.  
He did change his mind about them.  

 
What he said he would do to them  

he didn’t do.”vi 
 
 I said earlier that I think this story is a lesson. 
 That explores how Israel might live out God’s calling 
  Despite having so many enemies. 
 
A calling to be a light to nations, 
 A people through whom  
  The whole world will be blessed. 
 
What is clear is that it won’t fulfill its calling 
 When it is still hoping for vengeance. 
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But it might fulfill its calling 
 When it starts to recognise  

its common need for rescue. 
 
The truth is we will never find peace 
 Till we recognise what we hold in common with our enemies. 
  We will never be able to bless them  

till we recognise our own desperate need for grace. 
 
And when it comes to our need for grace, 
 Well we can be incredibly thankful. 
 
In the words of the Bible scholar Elizabeth Achtemeier 
 “…the Lord of heaven and earth and sea  

forgives and saves the most unlikely people— 

i “‘I'm angry': Neighbours' years-long feud leads to criminal charges” October 19, 
2016 www.ctvnews.ca/canada/i-m-angry-neighbours-years-long-feud-leads-to-
criminal-charges-1.3121654 
ii see 2 Kings 14:25 
iii Elizabeth Achtemeier “Jonah 3:1-5, 10” The Lectionary Commentary: The Old 
Testament and Acts 485 

 
 
[Jonah and] the Ninevites, a thief beside him on the cross, 

a bunch of deserting disciples,  
a Saul who had persecuted Christians,  

and yes, incredibly, even you and me.”vii  
 
May we remember that  
 The next time we are tempted  
  To retaliate against our neighbors. 
    
And may we “Live out [our] God-created identity.  

Live generously and graciously toward others,  
the way God lives toward [us].”viii  

iv “Siege of Lachish” Wikipedia 
v Jonah 4:2 MSG 
vi Jonah 3:5, 10 MSG 
vii Elizabeth Achtemeier “Jonah 3:1-5, 10” The Lectionary Commentary: The Old 
Testament and Acts 487 
viii Matthew 5:48 MSG 

                                                           


