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“An Unexpected Response” 
Jonah 3:4-10 
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Then the word of the LORD came to Jonah the second time, saying, 2 “Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and call 
out against it the message that I tell you.” 3 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. 4 Jonah began to go into the city, going 
a day's journey. And he called out, “Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!” 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. 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. 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. 9 Who knows? God may turn and relent and turn from his fierce anger, so that 
we may not perish.” 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. 
 
 

Recap of Jonah 1-3 

• In Jonah 1, Jonah runs away from God as Jonah refuses God's commission to go to Nineveh.  We see 
Jonah’s animosity, lack of compassion and prejudice towards Nineveh (the Assyrians) which prompts 
Jonah to run away from God on a ship to Tarshish.  

• But on the ship, Jonah along with the other sailors encounter a supernatural storm (from God) 
which ultimately leads to the sailors throwing Jonah overboard. As Jonah is drowning in an ocean in 
Jonah 2, Jonah cries out to God and is mercifully rescued by a fish (whale).  While in the belly of the 
fish, Jonah prays and begins to run towards God.  

• As God recommissions Jonah to go back to Nineveh to preach His Word, Jonah in obedience runs 
with God to Nineveh to deliver God’s message.  But how will the people of Nineveh respond?   

 
Big Idea: True biblical repentance is a response to God's Word and reflects a change in "perception" 
and "direction” rooted in the Gospel.  
 
1. The Unexpected Response of Nineveh (v.5) 

• Despite their pagan background and culture of violence, cruelty and oppression of others, the 
people of Nineveh surprisingly and miraculously respond in belief.   

• But what is their belief in – what’s the catalyst?  They believed in God's Word vs. rejected (denied) 
God’s Word, were skeptical, remained ambivalent or just somewhat open to God’s Word. 

• V.5 is a summary of Nineveh’s response to Jonah’s message.  The following verses (vv.6-10) recounts 
in more detail what happened (cf. Genesis 1:26-27 & Genesis 2:5-7).   

 
 
2. The Unexpected Response of the King (v.6) 

• God’s Word reached the king of Nineveh and the king himself believed!  

• The king’s belief demonstrated through his actions – he didn’t just continue with what he was doing. 
o Instead, the king arose from this throne, removed his royal robe, put on sackcloth and sat in 

ashes. (cf. similar to Jonah’s response of obedience in vv.2-4 – Jonah arose, went to 
Nineveh, went into the city and called out to Nineveh) 

• The king’s actions conveyed his remorse & humility 
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o Wearing sackcloth and being covered in ashes was an ancient expression of remorse, 
repentance, grief, sorrow, desolation and ruin.   

o Sackcloth was commonly made out of goat’s hair, very rough and coarse – not 
comfortable! 

• Outward actions were sign of (reflected) the king’s inward condition  
o Christian “signs”: baptism & communion (Lord’s supper – bread and the cup) 

 
3. The Unexpected Decree (vv.7-8)  

• As the king (and other leaders) is convicted, he shares his conviction with a decree commanding five 
(5) actions (“let”) 

o 1.& 2. Fast: “Let neither man nor beast…taste anything…or drink water” 
▪ Fasting isn’t just self-denial but a means to (re)focus on God and (re)kindle a hunger 

for God 
o 3. Sackcloth: “Let man and beast be covered with sackcloth” 

▪ Why animals? Most likely to express the full extant Nineveh’s contrition  
o 4. Pray: “Let them call out mightily to God” 

▪ In the face of being convicted by their sin, who can they turn to? Not themselves, 
not other pagan gods -- only God (through prayer)!  

o 5. Recognize Sin & Turn: “Let everyone turn from his evil way and from the violence that is 
in his hands” 

▪ Even though it’s a city-wide decree, the decree is both systemic and individual.  The 
call to confession is both general (i.e. evil way”) and specific (i.e. “violence”) 

• What we see in these verses (and the preceding verses) is a repentance in action.   

• Repentance: “A Change in Perception & Direction” (taken from Desiring God/John Piper) 
o Perception: “…a change of the mind’s perceptions and dispositions and purposes…repenting 

meanings experiencing a change of mind that now sees God as true and beautiful (good) 
and worthy of all our praise and obedience.”  

o Direction: “…why repentance is also a commitment to a profound change of direction, an 
about-face, a reorientation of our lives away from sin and toward God” 

 
4. The Unexpected Attitude of the King (v.9) 

• What does the king expect to happen as he and the city repents?  He’s not sure – he’s not 
presumptuous. 

o An aspect of true repentance understands that one is not deserving of or has the right to 
demand or expect anything in return. True repentance places oneself under the authority 
(and mercy) of God 

 
5. The (Un)Expected Response of God (v.10) 

• God sees the actions (and the heart) of the king and the city of Nineveh and graciously extends His 
mercy to them (i.e. “relented of the disaster” – judgment). 

• God “relented” – God doesn’t change His mind but rather ordains the means through how He works. 
o God is “immutable” – unchanging; yesterday, today, forever constant in His character and 

who He is. 
o Listen to previous week’s sermon “When God Digs a Ditch: Turning Evil for Good (Part 2) 

(link) on how reconcile these theological/philosophical tensions. 
 
Gospel/Christ Connection 

https://www.facebook.com/watch/live/?ref=watch_permalink&v=1019962815319327
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• Like the king of Nineveh who wonders, “Who knows?” perhaps we sometimes wonder and question 
if we’ve done enough to balance out the scales of our wrong doings with our good works.  But this is 
an impossible scale or equation to balance.   

• Unlike the king of Nineveh, we can have full assurance and confidence for forgiveness of sins when 
we come to God in repentance (cf. Hebrews 4:14-16) because of who Jesus is and what He 
accomplished on the cross (i.e. paid the penalty, endured the judgment on our behalf for our sin. 

• God reveals His mercy to us through Jesus – and through Jesus we can have full assurance that 
whenever we come to Him in acknowledgement, confession and repentance of sin, He will show us 
mercy and forgive us!  

   
Big Idea: True biblical repentance is a response to God's Word and reflects a change in "perception" and 
"direction” rooted in the Gospel.  
 
Reflection Questions 

• Who are the people in your life that you would be surprised to hear came to saving faith in Jesus 
(i.e. became a Christian)?  Why would it be surprising to you?  

o What are the preconceived notions you might have about who God can save – and can’t? 

• How does this passage help you to better understand what true biblical repentance looks like? 
o  What aspects do you sometimes neglect (or forget) about in regards to repentance? 

• What are some areas in your life where you need to respond to God in repentance?   
o Does your life reflect the realities of an (ongoing) repentant heart (“perception”) and life 

(“direction”)?  

• In what ways have you become presumptuous of God’s mercy and grace? 

• Who are the people in your life that you can be praying for to respond to God in belief and 
repentance?     

• For Parents: Repentance is a critical component of the Christian faith.  Spend some time this week 
to help your child(ren) better understand what repentance is – and looks like. What are some ways 
you can model out to your child(ren) what repentance is -- and isn't? 

 


