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Today I want to tell you about the time that the fish went for it hook, line and sinker. It was 
2007, and I was fishing on Fall River in Kansas, just above Fall River reservoir with my brother-
in-law, Dan. It was late April, and we were fishing for a fish called White Bass. Now, White Bass 
are not huge. They only get up to two or three pounds. When they’re running up the river, as 
they do in late April, you can catch quite a few, maybe 30 or 40 fish a day! We usually let most 
of them go. It’s one of my favorite fishing experiences in the whole world, so I was really 
looking forward to our trip to Fall River. 
 
But as the day approached, it seemed like the cards were stacked against us! To begin with, it 
had been an unseasonably cold year and, from the reports I was hearing, the fish really hadn’t 
started running up the river. No one was catching anything! In addition to that, the river was 
high and a little muddy, not great conditions for White Bass. And to top it all off, we had gotten 
down to the river late. We only had a few hours to fish before dark. It didn’t look good. Success 
seemed very unlikely. 
 
As we took off up the river, our suspicions seemed to be confirmed. We trolled and casted 
about a mile and half upriver, but we hardly caught anything. Finally, we came to a snag in the 
river that the boat couldn’t cross, so I decided to beach the boat, wade into the river and take a 
cast or two. I tried on my magic lure, the 1/16th ounce White Colorado blade Road Runner 
Turbo Tail (with a compass in the stock), and I took a cast across the river. Much to my surprise 
I caught a fish! I yelled at Dan, and while I was reeling in my fish, Dan caught a fish. Then I 
caught another and another, and Dan caught another! Soon, we were catching White Bass as 
fast as we could reel them in. I could feel the fish swimming around my legs! At one point, I 
hooked a fish that jumped and spat out the lure and as I was reeling it in to re-cast, I caught a 
fish behind my back! They were everywhere! When I thought I had caught a dozen White Bass, I 
started counting fish - 13, 14, 15, 16 - and I told Dan to do the same. In the end, we caught 175 
fish in three hours, and the guy fishing next to us caught one, even when I gave him one of my 
magic lures! The next day, I took Calvin, Elisabeth, and Kelley back to the exact same spot, and 
we caught almost nothing. But that one day, that one amazing day, whether it was because of 
water flow or temperature or just an act of God, we really, really caught them! That was the 
day that, against all expectations, they took it hook, line, and sinker! 
 
Today we come to the time that, against all expectations, the Ninevites fall for Jonah’s message 
hook, line, and sinker. 
 
Then the word of the LORD came to Jonah a second time: “Go to the great city of Nineveh and 
proclaim to it the message I give you.”  
Jonah obeyed the word of the LORD and went to Nineveh. Now Nineveh was a very important 
city. A visit required three days. On the first day, Jonah started into the city. He proclaimed: 



“Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned.” The Ninevites believed God. They declared a 
fast, and all of them, from the greatest to the least, put on sackcloth.  
When the news reached the king of Nineveh, he rose from his throne, took off his royal robes, 
covered himself with sackcloth and sat down in the dust. Then he issued a proclamation in 
Nineveh:  
“By the decree of the king and his nobles: Do not let any man or beast, herd or flock, taste 
anything; do not let them eat or drink. But let man and beast be covered with sackcloth. Let 
everyone call urgently on God. Let them give up their evil ways and their violence. Who knows? 
God may yet relent and with compassion turn from his fierce anger so that we will not perish.”  
When God saw what they did and how they turned from their evil ways, he had compassion and 
did not bring upon them the destruction he had threatened. 
- Jonah 3:1-10 
 
When I had been in youth ministry for a few years, we had a family come into our youth 
department with three boys who were about age 17, 15, and 13. We’ll call them the Walkers. 
Their dad had been a pastor in another local church, and he had left that church and brought 
his family to our Baptist church. I don’t know if his family had had a rough experience there or 
what, but these boys did not want God in their lives. They did everything they possibly could to 
show it. They were surly. They were disengaged. They gave smart-alecky answers. They slept 
through Sunday School, and each of them acted out in his own way. The oldest got a 
motorcycle and was like this wild thing. I remember one day he was running from the police, 
when he hit an elevated railroad track, jumped over a car, and collided with another car with a 
family in it. The middle one became this really angry guy. He was like a skinhead, and the 
youngest just wouldn’t talk and kind of checked out. 
 
They all really tried to play the role of the bad boys, which is really tough in a fundamentalist 
youth group. It’s hard to rock that “rebel without a cause” thing when you’re carrying a King 
James Version Bible and wearing a tie, but they gave it their best shot. They did everything they 
could to put a wall between themselves and God. I remember at one youth worker meeting, we 
were taking prayer requests for the kids, and one worker finally said “Does anybody else want 
to hit the Walker boys with a ball bat?” He was obviously teasing, but it did wear on you after a 
while. 
 
But here’s the thing: My heart really went out to those boys. They were Pastor’s Kids. They had 
obviously seen a lot of hypocrisy in the church. You didn’t have to look long to realize that 
beneath that veneer of anger were some boys who were in significant pain. I knew that if they 
could just get past the self-righteousness and hypocrisy they had seen and really find Jesus they 
would come to life. My heart went out to them. They needed Jesus, but they were really hard 
to talk to. 
 
We all know people who need Jesus, but who are hard to talk to. We all know people that our 
hearts go out to, people who need Jesus, but people who, for whatever reason, are hard to talk 
to about spiritual things. Maybe like the Walker boys, they’re angry at God. Or maybe they’re 
not angry at God, but our relationship to them is so distant that we don’t have any idea how we 



would ever start a conversation about spiritual things with them. Or maybe we’re not distant, 
maybe we’re close, but we’ve tried the spiritual conversation before, and it just didn’t seem to 
go anywhere. Whatever it is, we love these people. We long to share our life in Jesus with them 
but, for some reason, it seems like faith is a no-go area. 
 
We all know people like this. Maybe you’ve been thinking about them this week. Last week, I 
asked you to think of someone in your life that needs Jesus. I don’t know how that went for 
you, but for me the two guys I thought of I was immediately thinking “I have no idea how to 
start a conversation with them about spiritual things.” Maybe you felt that too. We all know 
people like that. So what do we do in those situations? Do we force the issue? Do we try to be 
sneaky about it? Do we just give up? 
 
Today, we are going to continue our study of the book of Jonah called “Bigger.” Today we are 
going to look at a part of Jonah’s story that touches on the issue of people who are resistant to 
God, people who are hard to talk to. This passage won’t so much give us step by step 
instructions for dealing with people, but it will reveal a central truth that can guide us in those 
situations, a truth that comforts us and motivates us to do what God calls us to do. 
 
Let me invite you to turn in your Bibles to Jonah chapter 3. Today as we study this part of 
Jonah’s story, we'll look at three very simple things: 
1. What happened when Jonah preached to the Ninevites (the story). 
2. Why it happened. 
3. What it teaches us about the people in our lives who need Jesus. 
  
We want to start today by looking at what happens in Jonah chapter 3, and what happens is 
simple: 
 
What happened: The Ninevites responded to Jonah’s preaching with a surprising repentance. 
 
Now as we get to this point in the story, Jonah is going to preach. Jonah has fled from God.  
Jonah has prayed to God. Now as we come to chapter 3, Jonah is going to preach for God, and 
the Ninevites are going to repent. They are going to change their ways. Boy, are they ever going 
to repent! We’ll see that in a minute. 
 
But before we look at the Ninevites’ actual repentance, I want you to understand something 
very important: Their repentance was very, very unlikely. If you were a sort of eighth century 
Israelite reading this book, the very last thing you would ever expect to happen is that Nineveh 
would repent. In fact if you read the story to the point just before Jonah preaches, you would 
just about say it is impossible. If you want to understand the message of Jonah, you’ve got to 
feel that.  Their repentance was unlikely. Consider three things with me: 
 
  



1. For one thing, they had an unwilling prophet. Look at: 
 
Then the word of the LORD came to Jonah a second time: “Go to the great city of Nineveh and 
proclaim to it the message I give you.” Jonah obeyed the word of the LORD and went to 
Nineveh.  
- Jonah 3:1-3 
 
Now remember where we’ve been. God told Jonah to go preach. Jonah ran from God. God 
caught Jonah in a big storm. He had a giant fish swallow him and carry him for three days. Jonah 
prayed from inside the fish, but he didn’t say a word about going to Nineveh. Then God has the 
fish take him right back to where he started and spit him out. 
 
Then the text tells us “Then the word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time saying ‘Go to the 
great city of Nineveh.’” The wording here is deliberately identical to Jonah’s original call. The 
idea is Jonah is right back at square one. God is saying “Shall we try this again, Jonah?” 
 
It reminds me of something Rich Mullins, the guy who wrote the song “Awesome God,” said. He 
said “It just doesn’t do to fight with God. All he does is bloody your nose and then give you a 
ride home on his bicycle!” (great quote!). That’s pretty much where Jonah is, so we’re back at 
square one. This time Jonah obeys, but we are reminded by the fact that Jonah is spit out on 
the beach that we are not dealing with the most willing prophet. So they had an unwilling 
prophet. 
 
2. He had an unattractive message.  
 
Look at the summary of Jonah’s message: 
 
On the first day, Jonah started into the city. He proclaimed: (here’s his message) “Forty more 
days and Nineveh will be overturned.” 
- Jonah 3:4 
 
That’s it! No “I’ve got some bad news for you and some good news.” No hope, not even an 
invitation to repent, really just four words: “You guys are toast.” “40 days and Nineveh will be 
destroyed.” So much for “God loves you and has a wonderful plan for your life.” This must be a 
fairly accurate summary of Jonah’s message, because the King says “Who knows? Maybe God 
will relent and turn from his anger.” So it’s like Jonah is deliberately making this message hard 
to respond to. 
 
So (1) there’s an unwilling prophet, and (2) there’s an unattractive message. 
 
  



3. This was going to an ungodly people. 
 
This is the part you really would have gotten if you were an Israelite. This is Nineveh we’re 
talking about here! Nineveh was a major city of Assyria, and the Assyrians were a wicked, 
violent, calloused people. They were just about the nastiest people group in the Old Testament. 
They skinned people alive. They offered children in human sacrifice and did things I really can’t 
mention with the kiddos in here. They worshipped over 1,000 deities, and they were incredibly 
arrogant! These were vile, ungodly, proud, resistant people, and they’d already been to war 
with Israel. In other words, they were the last people you would ever expect to repent at the 
preaching of a Hebrew prophet. 
 
So the deck is stacked against Nineveh’s repentance. There was an unwilling prophet, an 
unattractive message and an ungodly people, not exactly the recipe for evangelistic success. 
But look at the Ninevites response: 
 
The Ninevites believed God. They declared a fast, and all of them, from the greatest to the least, 
put on sackcloth. When the news reached the king of Nineveh, he rose from his throne, took off 
his royal robes, covered himself with sackcloth and sat down in the dust. Then he issued a 
proclamation in Nineveh: “By the decree of the king and his nobles: Do not let any man or beast, 
herd or flock, taste anything; do not let them eat or drink. But let man and beast be covered 
with sackcloth. Let everyone call urgently on God. Let them give up their evil ways and their 
violence.  
- Jonah 3:5-8 
 
Wow! As soon as the Ninevites hear Jonah’s message, they fast and put on sack-cloth. When 
news reaches the King, he doesn’t say “Who does this crazy Hebrew prophet think he is?” He 
puts on sack-cloth and joins them in the ashes, and he issues this decree that nothing is 
supposed to eat or drink and even the animals are supposed to put on sack-cloth! Which 
sounds crazy to us, but apparently did actually happen from time to time in the ancient near 
east. By doing this, the King is saying “We recognize that we are on such thin ice that we don’t 
want even an animal to anger this God! The dogs are going to repent!” He tells his people to 
renounce their evil ways and their violence. By the way, we need to be clear here. The text 
doesn’t say they fully converted to Judaism, but they truly repented of their evil ways. 
 
So what happened was the Ninevites responded with a surprising repentance (hook, line, and 
sinker). Now, the second thing we need to talk about is why it happened.  
 
Why it happened: Salvation is of the Lord. 
 
Response by the Ninevites catches us by surprise. We might expect them to reject Jonah, to 
ignore Jonah. If you know the Assyrians, you might expect them to eat Jonah. But we would 
never expect this wholehearted repentance. So why did this happen? What was it that made 
this occur? Well, there are several natural explanations for the Ninevites’ repentance. There are 



several factors that might help us understand it from a purely human standpoint, and I share 
these with you just to help make sense of the story (God uses): 
 
1. The Assyrians were between power surges. 
 
Assyria was the super-power of the region at this time. They had been very powerful in the past 
under their emperor, Shalmaneser. They had dominated the countries around them. They had 
turned Israel into a vassal state, so Israel already had to pay tribute every year. So they were 
very powerful before Jonah’s time, and they would become even more powerful after Jonah’s 
time. In the future, they would go all the way down and conquer Egypt! So the Assyrians were 
extremely powerful before and after Jonah. 
 
But during Jonah’s time, they were actually at a low point in their power. One of Shalmaneser’s 
sons had revolted against his father and triggered a massive civil war that went on for years. By 
the time it was sorted out, Assyria was only a shadow of what it used to be. So the Assyrians, 
who normally would have been very arrogant and proud, had just been humbled in a big way. 
They may have listened, because they were in between power surges. 
 
2. God may have prepared the Assyrians with events. 
 
The Assyrians believed there were thousands of gods and, because of this, they were very 
superstitious. If a bird flew from right to left, it was a good omen. But if it flew from left to right, 
bad things would happen, especially if it was the wrong kind of bird! When they dressed 
animals for sacrifice, they paid close attention to the way the organs fell out. If they landed in 
the wrong configuration, it was really bad mojo. They paid really close attention to the 
movement of the stars. So they were very superstitious. If you watch The Office, Michael Scott 
says “I don’t consider myself to be super-stitious, I’m just a little stitious.” Well, these guys 
were superstitious! 
 
So they were superstitious. We don’t know the exact year of Jonah’s visit, but scholars tell us 
that around this time Assyria experienced a full solar eclipse and then had a huge famine. If 
these things did occur around Jonah’s time, you can see why they may have listened to him. 
 
So (1) They were between power surges; (2) God may have used events; and, (3) They had:  
 
3. The Sign of Jonah. 
 
Jonah is a prophetic type of Jesus. We know this because Jesus says so. In Matthew 12, the 
Pharisees ask him to do a miraculous sign, and he says: 
  
“No sign will be given except the sign of Jonah just like Jonah was three days and nights in the 
belly of the fish, so I’ll be three days and nights in the heart of the earth.” 
- Matthew 12:39-40 
 



The point Jesus is making when he talks about the sign of Jonah is very simple: When you have 
a dude that has been buried for three days and three nights, whether that’s in a fish or in a 
tomb, if he comes back and tells you to do something, you’d better do it! 
 
Now when I was growing up, I had these images of Jonah being spit out on the beach of 
Nineveh and preaching to them with sort of a seaweed toga (pasty & white). Just to be clear, 
that’s not the way it happened. Nineveh was 550 miles inland, about a month’s journey. I’m 
sure Jonah told his story, and it had its proper effect! 
 
So when we think about the Ninevites’ response, there are some things that might make sense 
of it from a human standpoint. They were at a weak spot in history. They were superstitious. 
They were hearing from a guy who had been in a fish for three days. So there are factors that 
might help make sense of their response from a human standpoint. But listen, the writer of 
Jonah doesn’t focus on any of that, because that’s not the real explanation.  
 
The real explanation is that salvation is of the Lord. The real explanation for why the Ninevites 
repented is found at the very end of Jonah’s prayer in chapter 2 verse 10, where Jonah ends his 
prayer by saying “Salvation is of the Lord.” This is really the central theme of the book of Jonah. 
This story in chapter 3 is really just an illustration of this principle. That’s the message of Jonah: 
“Salvation is of the Lord,” beginning to end. Salvation is of the Lord. 
 
This was true in Jonah’s case. Here he is. He’s thrown overboard. He has no human hope for 
deliverance. And then, miracle 1, he meets a fish big enough to swallow him without chopping 
him into pieces. And miracle 2, he stays alive in this thing for three days. There are people who 
try to explain Jonah’s survival to make the story plausible. Oh, he must have been swallowed by 
a whale, so there would be oxygen. Or “there was a sailor who was swallowed by a whale, and 
he lived for 30 minutes.” Or one scholar actually tried to change the Hebrew text to read that 
Jonah stayed three days and three nights at an inn called “The Fish.” But there is no 
explanation. There’s no way to make this a normal occurrence. The explanation is what Jonah 
says “Salvation comes from the Lord.” So it was true for Jonah. 
 
This was true of the Ninevites. We can look at power surges and eclipses and famines and 
maybe God used some of those things. But the point of the book is that salvation is of the Lord  
 
So when his unwilling prophet tries to run, God catches him spits him out on dry ground and 
says “Let’s have another go.” He’s more convincing than ever. God gives Jonah this unattractive 
message that no one would dream could be effective. He sends him to these proud, pagan, 
barbaric ungodly people, the very last people you would expect to repent. 
 
The equation is this: Unwilling prophet + unpopular message + ungodly people + God = revival. 
Because God opened their hearts, despite the best efforts of everyone in the story to foil God’s 
plan of extending mercy to Nineveh, he succeeds. 
 



We see this truth (that salvation is of the Lord) all over Scripture. Whether it’s God opening 
Lydia’s heart in the book of Acts, or Paul pointing out to the Corinthians, or the Ephesians, or 
the Philippians, or the Romans that God brought them to himself, the point is salvation is of the 
Lord. He can reach resistant people with faulty preachers and unpopular messages. Salvation is 
of the Lord. 
 
And it’s still true today. About a year ago, I read the autobiography of Masab Hasan Yousef. He 
is the son of a leading founder of the terrorist group Hamas. When he was young, he was a 
confirmed Muslim, and he participated in Hamas. Then one day he was arrested for gun-
running. While he was in prison, he saw a Muslim torture another Muslim, and he began to 
wonder about his faith. 
 
Then when he was released, he was walking through the middle of Jerusalem in an area where 
it’s not safe to be a Christian and a British missionary ran into him and invited him to a Bible 
study and gave him a New Testament. He started reading in Matthew, and he got to the 
Sermon on the Mount where Jesus said “Love your enemies.” He says this:  “I was 
thunderstruck by his words. Five years earlier, I would have read the words of Jesus and 
thought ‘What an idiot!’ and thrown the Bible away, but now, everything Jesus said on the 
pages of this book made perfect sense to me. Overwhelmed, I started to cry. I knew this was 
the message I’d been searching for all my life.” 
 
God opened Masab’s heart to receive his word. In 2005, he was baptized. He has helped save 
hundreds of people from terrorist attacks since. The point is salvation is of the Lord. And folks, 
this is still true in your life and my life. Salvation is still of the Lord. 
 
So my third point today is what it means for us, and what it means is this: 
 
What it means: God still opens hearts. 
 
God still opens people’s hearts. He works through the unlikeliest of circumstances and of 
people, and he still opens people’s hearts. What that means for you and me is a couple of 
things: 
 
First, it means don’t give up, because God can save anyone. We have these people in our lives 
that we love so much. Maybe it’s a childhood friend or an old army buddy or co-worker or 
maybe it’s a relative, a brother or sister, a parent, a spouse. Or sometimes, most painfully, a son 
or daughter. We love these people. We know how wonderful they can be. We’ve seen them 
when they shine, and we’ve seen them when they struggle. We want so badly for them to know 
that Jesus is the way to the Father or for them to come back to the God who has a claim on 
their life. 
 
Your relationship with Christ is like a treasure chest to you and you long to share with them 
what has been so good, so life-giving to you. But for some reason, at least right now, it’s like a 
currency they won’t accept. It holds no value for them. Maybe they’ve just shut down all 



spiritual conversation with you, and you wonder “Is it ever going to happen for them?” If you’re 
there today and you’re wondering if you should give up, listen, salvation is of the Lord. God still 
opens hearts. If he can use an unwilling prophet and an unpopular message to reach an ungodly 
people, he can reach your loved ones. He has ways and means far beyond what we perceive.  
 
The Walker boys, for whatever reason, wouldn’t listen to their dad. In our youth group, we 
didn’t know what to do. We just sort of gave them space to be angry and kept loving them. 
When they pointed out hypocrisy, we tried to acknowledge it. And somehow, God brought 
them around. The middle one, the one who was angriest, became this tremendous leader in 
our youth group. We saw his whole life change. He became one of the happiest, most loving, 
most transformed kids we ever worked with. He was always bringing someone to Jesus, not 
because we were clever, but because God opened his heart. Salvation is of the Lord. Don’t give 
up on your resistant loved one.  
 
Secondly, because Salvation is of the Lord, because God still opens hearts, we can pursue God’s 
call fearlessly. Wherever God calls us to go, whoever he calls us to talk to across the street or 
across the world, if God called us to do it, we can be bold about it and expect God to protect us 
and expect God to work, because salvation is of the Lord. We can pursue God’s call fearlessly! 
Now, when I say that, it has to be God’s call. Do you think if Jonah had just decided to go off to 
Assyria on his own, it would have turned out this way? Absolutely not! I doubt if anyone would 
have repented and if the Assyrians didn’t repent, they would probably have skinned him alive, 
literally!  
 
So it has to be God’s call. This isn’t about you hijacking a relationship and forcing a spiritual 
conversation on someone God hasn’t called you to that won’t work. 
 
OK, so it’s not about that, but it is about you constantly, honestly asking God what he’s calling 
you to do, always looking for his call, constantly asking where is God at work around you and 
calling you to join Him? Constantly asking “Who has God placed on your heart.” Is it an 
individual you need to talk to? Or is it a place? Is it a type of person or an ethnic people group 
here in Raleigh or across the world? Is God’s calling a task that he has equipped you to do? 
 
Whatever God’s calling is, whoever God’s calling is to, if it’s God’s calling, we can pursue it 
without fear. Because when we say “Salvation is of the Lord,” what we mean is He has to do the 
work. He has to provide the resources, and he will do it. We can trust him with the results. We 
can trust him with our reputation. We can trust him with our safety. 
 
Because salvation is of the Lord, we can go to people and do things for God that we could never 
do on our own. We can pursue his call fearlessly. He still opens hearts. So let me just ask you 
one more time: Who is God calling you to? Who is it in your life on your heart that needs Jesus? 


