JONAH: Receiving God’s deep mercy

[S] JONAH: Receiving God’s deep mercy - Jonah Part 1 Running from Mercy

[S] Introduction: Who was Jonah?
[S] 1 The Lord gave this message to Jonah, son of Amittai:

Who was Jonah? Basically he was a prophet. But a bit of a dodgy one at that. Questions
about his identity will come up again later. And it’s his understanding of his own identity
that shapes so much of who he is.

Jonah demonstrates a highly volatile, defensive, and fractured inner life. His actions reveal
a man deeply at war with God’s character, his own calling, and the humanity of those
around him. This is a man who runs away from his calling, who demonstrates apathy and
loss of responsibility. What drives him is something darker than cowardice: a theology of
judgement and exclusion. He has quietly decided who deserves mercy, placing himself
and his tribe at the centre of God's mercy, and when his prejudice is challenged, he
doesn't grieve or wrestle. He rages.

His fears all flow from a single devastating blind spot: he has never truly seen the mercy of
the God he claims to serve. To Jonah, mercy is a commodity — and he would rather die
than watch his enemies receive it. That is not a minor character flaw. That is a crisis of the
soul.

The book does not focus on the words of the prophet, but on his resentment towards
God and God's mercy towards his enemies. And yet Jonah is not the villain of our story.
And here’s the warning...He is us! The story of Jonah holds a mirror up to each of us. How
are we demonstrating the same ugly characteristics that Jonah shows?

The book of Jonah is a story about how we can recover our humanity, our compassion
and mercy towards others. It challenges us to humanise those who are different to us
rather than demonise them. This subversive story dares us to reflect on God's mercy to us
and show mercy and love to those we consider enemies.

[S] 2 "Get up and go to the great city of Nineveh. Announce my judgment against it
because | have seen how wicked its people are.”

[S] Nineveh was the great Capital city of the Assyrian Empire. Assyria was one of the
cruellest and most violent empires of ancient times. The Assyrians were pioneers in
psychological warfare. They were brutal. They publicly tortured, mutilated, and degraded
their enemies. They used mass deportations of conquered peoples to dismantle identities
and prevent rebellions. They desecrated cultures and used terror to keep control.

It's no wonder that to Jonah, the Ninevites were "the enemy."
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[S] 3 But Jonah got up and went in the opposite direction to get away from the Lord.
He went down to the port of Joppa, where he found a ship leaving for Tarshish. He
bought a ticket and went on board, hoping to escape from the Lord by sailing to
Tarshish.

God commanded Jonah to go to Nineveh, but he ran in the very opposite direction.
Why?

Jonah's refusal to obey God’s call is rooted in a fear that if God shows them mercy, Israel’s
national security is threatened. Could it be that Jonah loved his nation more than his
God?

Do we distrust God because we assume he is not truly for us, that if we give him
complete control, we will be miserable?

So Jonah gets up and goes down to Joppa to escape from not just his calling and
mission. But to try to escape God. He runs from God’s mercy. Joppa is the place of
decision. It's the crossroads where your prejudice meets God'’s global vision. Will you
board the ship to Tarshish, or will you let God break your biases?"

[S] Map [S] [S]

In the book of Acts, we find Peter, known as the son of Jonah, in Joppa. Wrestling with his
own prejudices and fears. Again, there is a call to preach to the very oppressors who have
caused such pain to his nation. Are you prepared to go to your local equivalent of Joppa
and spend time there, to face your own prejudices and fears, to encounter a God who is
more merciful than you ever imagined, who desires “all people to be saved and to come
to a knowledge of the truth” (I Timothy 2:4).

Where is your Joppa?

[S] 4 But the Lord hurled a powerful wind over the sea, causing a violent storm that
threatened to break the ship apart. 5 Fearing for their lives, the desperate sailors
shouted to their gods for help and threw the cargo overboard to lighten the ship.
But all this time Jonah was sound asleep down in the hold. 6 So the captain went
down after him. “How can you sleep at a time like this?” he shouted. “Get up and
pray to your god! Maybe he will pay attention to us and spare our lives.”

What if we see the storm not as punishment, but as God’s "severe mercy" to strip away
Jonah's false security? “Storms can wake us up to truths we would otherwise never see.
Storms can develop faith, hope, love, patience, humility, and self-control in us that
nothing else can. And innumerable people have testified that they found faith in Christ
and eternal life only because some great storm drove them toward God". -Keller

The Sailors are crying out for mercy. Jonah, is not up on deck; he has gone down; he has
removed himself. He is asleep to the needs of his fellow humans.
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[S] 7 Then the crew cast lots to see which of them had offended the gods and caused
the terrible storm. When they did this, the lots identified Jonah as the culprit.

8 "Why has this awful storm come down on us?” they demanded.
“Who are you?

What is your line of work?

What country are you from?

What is your nationality?”

When the sailors interrogate Jonah, asking about his work, his country, and his nationality,
they are asking questions of identity. We all build our identity on three things: our
community, our geography, and our mission—who we belong to, where we feel at home,
and what we are living for. These are the things we rely on to give us a sense of
significance. But to ask 'Who are you?' is ultimately to ask 'Whose are you?'—revealing
what truly controls your heart and what you most fundamentally trust.

[S] 9 Jonah answered, “l am a Hebrew, and | worship the Lord, the God of heaven,
who made the sea and the land.”

“Since Jonah identifies himself first ethnically, then religiously, we may infer that his
ethnicity is foremost in his self-identity.” - Keller

Having our identity on something other than in Christ explains why those who call
themselves ‘Christian’ can be racists, greedy materialists, addicted to beauty and
pleasure, or filled with anxiety and prone to overwork.

Jonah loved his nation more than he loved his God. He weaponised his religious identity
to draw a boundary line around who belonged and who didn't. When we care more about
maintaining our cultural dominance than saving our neighbours, we are breathing the
toxic air of Empire, not the Kingdom of God.

[S] Jonah is in desperate need of the very mercy of God that he finds so troubling.
Under the power of God'’s grace & mercy his identity will have to change, as will
ours.

[S] 10 The sailors were terrified when they heard this, for he had already told them
he was running away from the Lord. “Oh, why did you do it?” they groaned. 11 And
since the storm was getting worse all the time, they asked him, “What should we do
to you to stop this storm?”

12 "Throw me into the sea,” Jonah said, “and it will become calm again. | know that
this terrible storm is all my fault.”

Is this a moment of faith or a moment of fatalism? “Kill me, It's all my fault”
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[S] 13 Instead, the sailors rowed even harder to get the ship to the land. But the
stormy sea was too violent for them, and they couldn’t make it. 14 Then they cried
out to the Lord, Jonah's God. “O Lord,” they pleaded, “don’t make us die for this
man'’s sin. And don’t hold us responsible for his death. O Lord, you have sent this
storm upon him for your own good reasons.”

Honour of Sailors. They show mercy to Jonah.

[S] 15 Then the sailors picked Jonah up and threw him into the raging sea...
Application

[S] 1. Are you running from God’s mercy?

We run from God’s call when we have built our identity on something other than Him (our
comfort, our reputation, or our politics).

We run from mercy because it threatens our control. Jonah didn't just run from a task; he
ran from a merciful God because mercy cannot be earned or managed. If God can show
mercy to anyone, then our own moral performance means nothing.

We run from mercy by hiding in our cultural comfort zones. Jonah fled toward Tarshish
(the edge of the known, comfortable world) to escape a difficult, challenging calling. We
run from God's mercy by staying in comfortable spaces where our prejudices are never
challenged.

Look at the spaces where you seek comfort. Are you using your career, your social circle,
or your routine to avoid people or situations that require messy, sacrificial grace?

[S] 2. Will you confront any tribalism?

True recognition of God's deep mercy requires us to dismantle any forms of tribalism. It
forces us to realise that God’s grace and mercy are not weapons to be wielded against
our political enemies.

In the UK, far-right nationalist movements have increasingly used Christian symbols,
heritage, and "the Lord's Prayer" as cultural weapons to define who belongs in the nation

and who does not (often targeting Muslim and immigrant neighbours).

Far-right movements use a romanticised "Christian heritage" not as a call to discipleship,
but as a political boundary line. It becomes a mechanism to fear and exclude "the other."

In a fractured political climate, the church cannot simply retreat into a cultural ghetto. We
have a calling to speak out against evil (in whatever form) and against injustice.
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Rather than retreating or shouting back, what if the church engaged in radical presence.
For example, during nationalist marches in London, groups of Christians set up "listening
stations" to hear the fears and economic anxieties of those marching and protesting,
while simultaneously building bridges and eating meals with local Muslim communities.

What makes you angry? If we are more outraged by changing demographics or a lost
cultural dominance than we are by the dehumanisation of our neighbours (the city), our
priorities are more in line with Empire rather than God'’s kingdom.

As followers of Jesus, we belong first and foremost to the multi-ethnic Kingdom of God, a
loyalty that makes our identity as British, English, or any other nation secondary.

Keller writes that, "When your love for your own people leads you to wish ruin on another
people, you have made an idol of your nation. Jonah loved his nation more than he loved
God’s global glory, and that made him blind to the value of the people of Nineveh.”

[S]...and the storm stopped at once! 16 The sailors were awestruck by the Lord’s
great power, and they offered him a sacrifice and vowed to serve him.

Turning of Sailors to YHWH

[S] 17 Now the Lord had arranged for a great fish to swallow Jonah. And Jonah was
inside the fish for three days and three nights.

In Jewish tradition, the Book of Jonah is the official scripture reading spoken worldwide
on the afternoon of Yom Kippur, the holiest day of the Jewish year.

Yom Kippur is entirely focused on repentance, cleansing, and atonement. As
congregations stand to confess their sins, Jonah is read aloud as a mirror, showing not just
that we sin, but how.

Jonah boards a ship to outrun God's call. On Yom Kippur, the text asks us to name our
own ships: the distractions, ambitions, and busyness we use to outrun conviction. He then
falls into a deep sleep in the hull, numbing himself to the storm around him. Yom Kippur,
25 hours of fasting and prayer, is designed to do the opposite: to wake us up.

On Judaism's holiest day, the congregation reads about pagan sailors and a Gentile city
receiving God's mercy. The message is deliberately unsettling: God's mercy is not a tribal
possession. Running from God often looks like trying to limit His mercy to people who
look and think exactly like us.

Receiving Mercy
The Hebrew word Kippur means "to cover, to cleanse."
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On the Day of Atonement, two goats stood before the priest. One was sacrificed to cover
the people's sins, the other, “the scapegoat”, carried those sins away into the wilderness.
Jonah does both. When the storm threatens the ship, Jonah tells the sailors to throw him
overboard. When they do, the sea goes calm. Someone had to bear the weight of the
storm so others could be saved. For followers of Jesus, this moment points unmistakably
forward to Jesus: the ultimate Yom Kippur sacrifice, cast into death to permanently cover
our sin.

But Jonah doesn't drown. He is swallowed, kept alive for three days in the deep, rescued
by nothing he did or deserved. Receiving mercy means admitting you are utterly helpless,
trapped in the deep, entirely dependent on God to bring you back to dry land.

During Yom Kippur, the people fast and seek God for forgiveness. However, you cannot
spend all day begging God to forgive you — and then walk out the door and demand
revenge against your enemies.

[S] True atonement is not a legal transaction. It is a heart transplant. If you have
genuinely received unconditional mercy from the King, you are compelled to extend that
same mercy to the broken world around you.

[S] Next Steps...

1. Identify your escape route Take time this week to explicitly name your "ship". Identify
the distractions and comfort zones you use to numb yourself and outrun God's difficult
callings. Write down what you are avoiding, step back onto the dry land & obedience.

2. Confront Your Tribalism How do you view those who are different? Are you more
angered by changing demographics than you are by the failure to see others as humans
in need of mercy? Repent of using your religious or national heritage as a boundary line
to exclude "the other," recognising that your primary allegiance belongs exclusively to
the multi-ethnic Kingdom of God.

3. Engage in Counter-Cultural Presence This week, step out of your comfortable cultural
ghetto and intentionally cross a cultural or political divide to buy a coffee, share a meal,
and build a relationship with someone you naturally view as an adversary or an outsider,
and listen to those you disagree with.
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Small Group Questions...
Question 1: Facing our "Joppa" Decisions

The sermon describes Joppa as a geographical "spiritual crossroads where your personal
prejudice meets God'’s global vision". How did Jonah's response at Joppa differ from Peter's
response centuries later in the same location, and what does our own "Joppa" look like
when we are faced with people or situations that make us uncomfortable?

Answer / Leader's Guide: Jonah went down to Joppa to actively buy a ticket, board a ship, and
run in the opposite direction away from a difficult, cross-cultural assignment because of his
nationalist fears. Peter, on the other hand, wrestled with his deeply embedded biases but
ultimately surrendered to God's voice, choosing to go and preach to his Roman oppressors.

Our "Joppa": For a small group, our "Joppa" represents the exact moment or place where our
personal comfort zone and biases clash with a direct prompt from God. It is the space where we
are forced to decide whether we will retreat into our cultural bubble or step out in radical
obedience to love someone we consider an outsider or adversary.

Question 2: The Danger of Numbing in the Storm

When the life-threatening storm hit the ship, the pagan sailors were frantically praying and
working, yet Jonah was found "sound asleep down in the hold," completely numbed to the
crisis. In what practical ways do we modern believers mirror Jonah by using busyness, career
goals, or digital distractions to sleep through the spiritual and physical needs of those
around us?

Jonah's Slumber: Jonah used sleep to mentally check out and isolate himself from his collective
responsibility, causing severe collateral damage to the vulnerable people sharing his space.

Modern Numbing: Small group members can discuss how they use everyday "ships" to hide. This
can look like drowning out the conviction of the Holy Spirit with relentless entertainment, hiding
behind an overbooked work routine, or curating tight social circles where our underlying
prejudices are never exposed or challenged.

Question 3: Dissecting Faulty Identity Markers

When the sailors interrogated Jonah in the midst of the crisis, he answered, "I am a Hebrew,
and | worship the Lord...". Why does placing our national, political, or cultural identity before
our identity in Christ make us toxic or blind to our own deep flaws?

Prioritising the Wrong Identity: Because Jonah identified himself ethnically before he identified
himself religiously, his national heritage became foremost in his self-identity. This led him to
weaponise his religious privilege to justify his hatred of the Assyrian enemy.

The Structural Blind Spot: When our fundamental sense of significance and security is built on
political alignments or cultural heritage rather than Christ, we treat grace as a tribal commodity.
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This explains why people who call themselves Christians can still harbour deep-seated greed,
anxiety, or racial prejudice—their real self-worth is derived from maintaining cultural dominance
rather than resting in God's love.

Question 4: The Severe Mercy of Atonement

Question: How does Jonah's act of being cast into the sea to calm the storm reflect the
ancient Yom Kippur "scapegoat" ritual , and how does this ultimately point us to the work of
Jesus on the cross?

The Old Testament Framework: In the Yom Kippur ritual, one goat was sacrificed to cover sin,
while the second (the scapegoat) carried the confessed sins away into the wilderness. Jonah
represents both dimensions: he takes the full, chaotic weight of the storm onto himself so that the
innocent crew can survive, and is then carried away into the dark depths of the sea.

The Gospel Connection: This points directly to Jesus, who did not just perform a cold legal
transaction. Jesus was cast into the ultimate darkness of death on our behalf to permanently cover
and remove our brokenness. Realising this forces us to admit that we are utterly helpless and
entirely dependent on unearned grace to be rescued.

Question 5: Breaking Down Our Tribal Walls

The core takeaway of the sermon is that "True atonement is not a legal transaction; it is a
heart transplant". Reviewing the final practical steps, what is one concrete action you can
take this week to actively engage in "radical counter-cultural presence" with someone you
naturally view as an adversary or an outsider?

The Transformed Heart: If we spend our time begging God for personal forgiveness but refuse to
show mercy to our cultural or political enemies, we have totally missed the meaning of the gospel.
A heart transplant alters how we look at the entire world.

Practical Action: Leaders should push the group past abstract ideas (like "being nicer") and look
for highly targeted steps. Examples include stepping completely out of our comfortable cultural
ghetto, setting up or supporting modern listening hubs, or intentionally sitting down to buy a
coffee, share a meal, and build a relationship with a neighbour or coworker from an entirely
different background.
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