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Jonah 3:6-10 

        As we continue our study of the book of Jonah, we find ourselves in the 
middle of chapter 3. Finally, Jonah has arisen and obediently declared to the evil 
Ninevites the message that God has prepared for him to deliver. He has walked 
the streets of Nineveh and told them that in 40 days, they would be overthrown. 
And as we saw last week, that word, “overthrown” can have either the meaning 
of topple or destroy, or the sense of change. Forty days and Nineveh will be 
toppled, forty more days and Nineveh will be changed. 

        And perhaps much to our surprise, Nineveh responded in an exemplary 
way. Indeed, as I’ve suggested in the title of my message, this is what repentance 
looks like. We see a model of it here. In fact, this the third example of 
repentance and mercy in the book. The first was the sailors aboard the ship, the 
second was Jonah at the bottom of the sea, and the third here is the Ninevites. 
And here, we have a more explicit picture of that repentance. That’s why I 
desired to take it more slowly at this point. There is much here for our 
consideration. 

And just so you know where I am going this morning, as I’ve suggested 
last week, it is my perspective that our nation is great need of repentance…and 
that repentance needs to begin with God’s people. We need to lead in the area 
of repentance. This is not a message for them, for those people, for the other 
guys, this is a message for us. As we read in 2 Chron. 7:14, “If MY people who 
are called by MY name humble themselves, and pray and seek my face and turn 
from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven and will forgive their sin 
and heal their land.” Repentance needs to begin with us, not them. 

So, hear once again these words from Jonah 3 and begin the process of 
softening your heart toward God, recognizing your own culpability, not 
worrying right now for your neighbor but for yourself. Are you open to a 



message from God concerning repentance? This is what it would look like. 
READ all of Jonah 3. 

  

Main point: Rebellious people need to repent. Who knows? God might just 
respond with mercy. 

  

        Repentance is not change for change sake. It is not putting on a show. It is 
not going through something so that you can get what you want. Repentance is 
a turning away from one way of life and embracing a different way of life as a 
faith filled response to the call of God. And it is the proper response of a 
rebellious people to hearing the Word of God. When a person does that, God 
notices. When a nation does that, well, we see what happens here in Nineveh. 

 

I. Repentance is faith filled change affecting all areas of life. vv. 5-9 

        I am concerned that I will be inadequate in describing the situation presented 
here in Jonah 3. We have no place in our thinking for such an evil nation like the 
Assyrians hearing the word of God and then responding with belief, with belief 
that leads to repentance, a repentance from top to bottom, a visible repentance 
affecting all of life. This is as unlikely as it can be. And yet it happened. It is 
described here in Jonah 3. Repentance extended all the way from the cows to the 
king! Unbelievable! 

        And yet, a central message of the book is that sometimes, the most resistant 
to repentance are actually the people of God, represented here by Jonah himself! 
He sees the scene we have before us in Jonah 3 and it doesn’t leave him in awe, it 
actually ticks him off. We’ll see that in detail next week, but you must know at 
this point that the people of God are as much in need of repentance as those who 
don’t even know God. As demonstrated here in strange ways, you can SEE 
repentance. It is visible, tangible. And too often it is not visible with the people 
who ought to display it most prominently.  When the people of God accurately 



see themselves and ponder the depth of their sin, there ought to be visible, tangible 
evidence that they are repentant. But too often there is not. So, as we probe this 
passage, know that the good guys are the ones we likely hate while the bad guy is 
the one who looks like us and represents God to those we hate. 

  

v.5- 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. 

  

Notice here that the attention shifts off of Jonah and onto the people of 
Nineveh. Jonah is out of the picture for the rest of this scene. He has delivered 
the word faithfully and now the focus is on the response of the people. Then 
notice that the first change of the people takes place in the heart, they “believed 
God.” That is why I refer to such repentance as faith filled. It is not behavior 
modification but a change that flows from the heart. 

Then we notice that they believed God, rather than believed the LORD, 
using His title rather than His name. Now, it is not clear how much distinction 
there ought to be between the two. Perhaps this is just a recognition that they 
believed what they knew. What they knew was that this Jonah fellow came to 
them warning that potential doom was headed their way from the heavens if 
they didn’t change their ways, and they believed it. I do not see this as the 
people believing in a concept of God but not the LORD, Yahweh. That’s 
possible, but not the sense I see here. Instead, it is a recognition that these 
people were in process. We do know that by the end, their response pleased the 
LORD. He stopped the planned calamity. 

Then we notice that they took tangible, visible action in response to their 
faith. Their repentance was visible in ways they understood. If I put on a gunny 
sack and created a bonfire and then sat in the burned out ashes, I doubt it would 
have the same effect. But in that culture, they all understood the wearing of such 
itchy clothing and voluntarily sitting on a pile of ashes was a witness to one’s 
repentant heart. 



Then we notice that this repentance ran through all of their culture, from 
the greatest to the least. The whole culture, the whole society, the whole nation 
was repentant. Some might describe this as a revival, but I’m not sure they ever 
had any faith to revive or bring back to life. So, let’s just call this a “vival,” life 
has come to the Ninevites. 

  

  6 The word reached the king of Nineveh, and he arose from his throne, 
removed his robe, covered himself with sackcloth, and sat in ashes. 

  

Here we see that the message of Jonah reached the king and even he was 
caught up in the movement. Notice again the directional cue “he arose” from his 
throne. He then stripped himself of his royal garments and put on the same 
garments of repentance as everyone else. He humbled himself. He too sat on the 
ash heap. He too was not too proud to admit that he had done wrong things 
and was deserving of God’s judgment. 

Now, for most of us, we like this verse. We wish and pray for such a time 
in our day, among our leaders. And yet, that misses the point entirely. It is not 
just the king who is repenting, it is the whole society, from the greatest to the 
least, including the king. Yes, the king was leading by example and as we will see 
in the next verse he was willing to use the power of his position to call everyone 
else to follow his example. But the truth here is that the common people started 
this movement of repentance. I suspect there were followers first in the rural 
areas around the city. The text told us Jonah was preaching as he entered the 
city. The truth is that the common folk heard first and repented first. They 
needed repentance as much as the king! The king simply heard what was 
happening among the folks and followed their lead. 

  

  7 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,  8 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. 

Next we see the king’s willingness to use the authority of his position to 
call others to join him. Now, I am not under the illusion that forced repentance 
is actually repentance. You can’t make someone believe. Just because such people 
follow a decree from the king does not mean they are repentant. But that is not 
the point. 

The point here is that there was a collective sense to this repentance. They 
were all in this together. Just as they all had participated in the sinful rebellion, 
the evil, the violence, so they all joined in the repentance. The king wanted it to 
be clear that there was a clean break as a society from the ways of their past. The 
king was answering to a higher authority than himself. 

The king calls for a fast. Now, by definition a fast is only temporary. You 
cannot live life without food or water. But you can go for a while to focus 
attention on something more important than even what you eat and drink. You 
can do that temporarily. As a sign of their humbled hearts, they temporarily 
limit or give up the intake of food and drink. The somewhat humorous note 
here is that even the cattle were to participate in the acts of repentance. The 
animals were to feel the hunger and thirst pangs. They too were to wear the 
itchy clothing. As I once entitled this text, “Even the Cattle Repent!” I have no 
way of knowing, but it would seem logical to me that cattle were a prized 
possession in their culture. We will see a sign of this in the last verse of the 
book. But here, the detail of the cattle leads me to the conclusion that they 
valued their cattle and were willing to show their humility through their 
precious cattle. They feared what God might do to their cattle. 

Then we have a call to give up their evil ways, their violent ways, their 
actions that were offensive to God. Before they had done what they wanted to 
do with no fear of consequences from anyone, including God. But now, their 
fear of the LORD and newfound faith led them to forsake their old ways. They 
were pledging themselves to live differently. Notice the order of events: hear the 
word of the LORD, respond in faith, repent or turn around to a different way 



of life, cry out to God, and then pledge to live differently. Notice what’s 
missing: any expectation that God had to change His plan. We see that in v.9. 

  

 9 Who knows? God may turn and relent and turn from his fierce anger, 
so that we may not perish.”  

 

I love this verse. It is so theologically correct. We don’t do all of these 
things expecting God to respond positively. He is under no obligation. He is 
not a vending machine that we put in our coins and He gives us what we want. 
He is God. He is righteous when He judges us. His anger is justified toward us. 
He has every right to bring our lives to a swift end. 

Instead, we do these things because it is the right thing to do, and then we 
allow God to be God. Perhaps He might look on us with favor, He just might. 
Maybe His character quality of mercy might show itself in our situation and we 
would be spared. But, we do not have any assurance that such would be the case. 
If we did, then it wouldn’t be mercy. It would be a wage. This edict of the king 
understood the concept of mercy. He calls his people to repentance with no 
assurance that it would bring about a hoped for change in God’s plan. His hope 
was certainly that God would be merciful, but who knows? Only God Himself 
knows. It is trusting in His plan and character. It is faith filled obedience instead 
of willful rebellion, the essence of repentance. This edict of the king gets it. This 
is how repentance ought to look. 

 

II. God delights when His people repent.  v.10 

        We don’t give to get, but we do understand that God notices and blesses. 
The truth is that God delights when people turn to Him from their wicked 
ways. He is not like Jonah who was angry. God loves to show mercy to sinners. 
Isn’t that good news? 



        10 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. 

  

        God saw, God assessed, and God adjusted course. It is not that God 
changed His mind, but rather that His plan had the desired outcome, the plan 
worked. His desire was not to punish, but to change. This is what He planned 
for all along. Once more, we see here that God sees us, whether that is in the 
middle of a raging sea, to floundering at the bottom of the ocean or wearing a 
gunny sack and sitting on a burned out fire. He sees it. This great and awesome 
God notices details, reads hearts, overlooks pasts, allows for fresh starts. That’s 
who He is. He is a gracious and merciful God! He doesn’t have to be but He is. 

        Before I conclude, I would like to look at a passage in another prophetic 
book where God expresses these same thoughts in His own words. The passage 
is Jeremiah 18. Notice that although this passage is universal in its application 
“a nation or a kingdom,” it is specifically addressed to God’s people. This is a 
passage for us, not just them. 

        READ Jeremiah 18:5-12. 

  

        Then the word of the LORD came to me:  6 “O house of Israel, can I not 
do with you as this potter has done? declares the LORD. Behold, like the clay in 
the potter’s hand, so are you in my hand, O house of Israel.  7 If at any time I 
declare concerning a nation or a kingdom, that I will pluck up and break down 
and destroy it,  8 and if that nation, concerning which I have spoken, turns from 
its evil, I will relent of the disaster that I intended to do to it.  9 And if at any 
time I declare concerning a nation or a kingdom that I will build and plant 
it,  10 and if it does evil in my sight, not listening to my voice, then I will relent 
of the good that I had intended to do to it.  11 Now, therefore, say to the men 
of Judah and the inhabitants of Jerusalem: ‘Thus says the LORD, Behold, I am 
shaping disaster against you and devising a plan against you. Return, every one 



from his evil way, and amend your ways and your deeds.’  12 “But they say, 
‘That is in vain! We will follow our own plans, and will every one act according 
to the stubbornness of his evil heart.’ 

  

Ouch! This is a description of the people of God! I ask you as we have 
been asking throughout our study of the book, who deserves mercy? Just 
compare v. 12 with what we have been reading in Jonah 3. Who gets it? 

So, where do we go from here? I suggest to you that we as God’s people 
are in need of repentance. While this is certainly always true, I suggest that it is 
especially true now, in this season, in our house. If we truly want our nation, our 
culture to turn to God, it has to start with us. It has to start with the people of 
God confessing their own evil, anger, selfishness, pride, rebellion against 
authority. And trust me, I have seen plenty of evil, anger, selfishness, pride, 
rebellion against authority. I have seen it in us, I have seen it in me. We need to 
repent, and such repentance ought to be tangible, visible. 

        So, I am asking you to enter into a season of reflection on yourself, 
how you have been living. Resist the urge to think about others and their need 
of the same. Resist, resist, resist. Focus on what it is that you have been doing 
that has offended God, brought dishonor to our Savior Jesus, hindered the 
spread of the gospel. Ponder this, confess this, and find tangible ways to express 
this. 

Let us hear the word of the LORD. Who knows but He might relent and 
turn from His fierce anger, so that we may not perish. Amen? 

 


