The God of Second Chances
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Most of us know what it is like to wish we could begin again. We have made choices we regret, spoken words
we cannot take back, or walked away from something God asked us to do. We may wonder whether our
failure has disqualified us or whether God can still use us.
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Jonah 3 opens with wonderfully hopeful words: “Then the word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time.”
Jonah had run from God, endangered the lives of others, and resisted God’s call. Yet God did not abandon
him. He rescued Jonah, restored him, and called him again.
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But Jonah is not the only one given another chance. Nineveh, a city known for violence and cruelty, is warned
of coming judgment. Yet within that warning is an opportunity to turn—to leave its evil ways and receive
mercy. God gives a second chance to a disobedient prophet and to an undeserving city.
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Jonah 3 reminds us that failure does not have to be the final chapter of our story. God’s grace meets us where
we have gone wrong, but it does not leave us there. The God of second chances calls us to rise, turn around,
and walk once again in obedience to him.

HEBHE=FRBAEN: KBRA—LREMALRBH —F . Lied BIa £ K0 A R 0718 LA,
AR IE BB GG LR L AT R ERep R B0 R K, HEK, F—RUREEHET.

We are continuing our series from the book of Jonah, entitled “Hope for the Wayward.” Last week, if you
recall, Jonah was in the belly of a great fish. In that dark, cramped, and confining place, Jonah remembered
to pray. He did not merely cry for relief; he thoughtfully turned his mind toward God, who must always be
at the centre of our prayers. As Jonah prayed, his attention moved from the despair of his circumstances to
hope in God’s deliverance. God did not fail him. The Lord commanded the fish, and it vomited Jonah onto
dry land.
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Our story does not tell us how long Jonah'’s journey took, but when he reached dry land, he was finally facing
the right direction. Nineveh was still many miles away, and the road ahead would not be easy. Jonah was
weak and exhausted. He had spent three days without sunlight, surrounded by darkness and the threat of
death. Yet now the sun was on his face and solid ground was beneath his feet. He was bruised, humbled, and
barely alive—but alive all the same.
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It took a storm, a desperate prayer, and the mercy of God, but Jonah was finally going to Nineveh—a real city
filled with real people and real problems. He was on the right road, but he had not arrived there by his own
strength. God’s severe mercy had pursued him through the storm, the sea, and the great fish.
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Jonah had passed through some terrible days. He had been thrown overboard in a violent storm and faced
what appeared to be certain death. He had been swallowed by a great fish and spent three days in darkness.
The experience had taught him about his weakness, his need for God, and the nearness of death. Now he was
receiving the wonder of life again—Ilife rescued, restored, and reclaimed by grace.
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Jonah finally arrived in Nineveh and began to proclaim the message the Lord had given him. As chapter 4 will
reveal, Jonah was still not happy about his assignment. His feet were moving in obedience, even though his
heart had not yet caught up with God’s heart. Nevertheless, Jonah preached, the people believed God, and
even the king humbled himself. To Jonah’s disappointment—but to Nineveh’s salvation—the city turned from
its evil ways.
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The storm became a storm of salvation, and the fish became God’s means of rescue. Through them, Jonah

received a new beginning and a renewed calling. But a second chance is more than escaping the consequences

of yesterdays; it is an invitation to live differently today. Jonah 3 shows us three dimensions of God’s restoring

grace.
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1. God Offers a New Beginning
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Jonah’s new lease on life begins with these words: The word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time...
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Jeremiah writes these words in the book of Lamentations:
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Lamentations 3:22,23 Because of the Lord’s great love we are consumed for his compassions never fail...they
are new every morning; great is your faithfulness.
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We can take comfort from this text that God does not give up on us very easily...even a culturally insensitive,
ethnocentric, self-absorbed, prayer-less person like Jonah.
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Jonah gets a second chance at life. If you've ever survived a serious accident or sickness, you know how Jonah
feels. I know how that feels because I've saved twice from drowning and once from a possibly killed in a car
accident. I'll tell you how I felt - relief...
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What would you do with a second chance to make things right? You do it...that’s what you do...Jonah learnt
that much from his experience.
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The question for us is: “Are there areas of our lives we need to make right...Are there relationships that we
need to make right?...” The truth of the matter is everyday you have can be a fresh start for you.
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You don’t have to carry that burden...that you've carried for so long...you don’t have to remain angry with
the person who has hurt you...you don’t have to get even...you can have a fresh start...
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The road to rebuilding a life shattered by storms of disobedience begins with the understanding that as long
as you are alive, you are given the opportunity to make things right...if not for others...at least for yourself.
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The word of the Lord came to Jonah...for a second time... B3 f= 42 G 35« -+ B IR B Ly e ”

2. God Calls Us to a New Way of Living
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Someone has said that the definition of insanity is doing things the way you’ve always done it and expect a
different result. So Jonah has come full circle doing things differently.
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There was no way for Jonah to reach these Ninevites if he was unwilling to engage them in conversation.
There was no way to build any kind of relationship with people who were alienated from you without
changing the way you act towards them.
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That is what has happened to Jonah. In verse 3 a better translation might be Jonah went "according to the
word of the Lord."
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Remember that the writer of Jonah has composed this for us very carefully. He wants us to understand very
clearly the change that has taken place in him. He finally will do what God has instructed him to do - even
though reluctantly.
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One of the ways he informs us about his changed behaviour is through the construction of our text. It is in
direct contrast with chapter 1 verse 3. In 1:3 we read...Jonah ran away...In 3:3 we read...Jonah went...The
emphasis in our texts is on the verbs ran away...and went...Jonah wants us to take note that a change has
taken place in him...
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Rebuilding always involves change - a change in our perspective, a change in our hearts that translate into a
change in our behaviour. It is not easy to change behaviours that have been normalized in one’s life.
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Jonah goes to Nineveh, finally doing what he was meant to do...preach. Listen to Jonah’s message “40 days

and Nineveh will be overturned.”
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In response to Jonah’s declaration, they decided to change their ways. They called a fast (5); the king covered

himself with sackcloth and sat down in the dust (6); proclamation was given (7); fast was called, prayer was

given, repentance was ordered (9) - turn from wickedness and violence. in hopes that God would turn from

His awesome wrath
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Nineveh repents, and God relents from the judgment he had announced. Jonah obeys, but chapter 4 will show
us that his heart still needs to change.
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This chapter is about repentance—a change of direction that becomes visible in a changed way of life.
Repentance begins when God’s Word reorients our hearts and minds, leading us to respond differently to
people and to the circumstances of life. For Nineveh, repentance meant turning from violence. For Jonah, it
meant turning from flight to obedience. Yet Jonah’s story reminds us that outward obedience is only the
beginning; God also desires to transform the heart.
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Repentance is the only way for you to recover from the storms that come with disobedience to God’s way and
God’s intention for our lives. Anger must give way to forgiveness, hatred must give way to love, prejudice
must give way to acceptance, lust must give way to virtue, greed must give way to generosity etc,... the list is
long when it comes to our propensity to live life in opposition to God’s way...there will be consequences...
and some of those consequences are dire.
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Nineveh’s warning is also a warning to us. God’s wrath is his holy and rightful opposition to evil. It is not the
uncontrolled anger of a bad-tempered deity; it is God’s settled opposition to lives and societies that destroy
what he loves.
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Alec Motyer wrote that in a world created by a good God, evil and injustice are “inherently self-destructive.”
The resulting social disintegration “expresses [God’s] wrath. He presides over the cause and effect processes
he has built into creation so they are expressions of his holy rule of the world.”13
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Jonah’s storm was a direct consequence of his disobedience. Thankfully, God provided a way through it.
Repentance—the turning of one’s life back toward God—is the proper response to disobedience and the
gracious doorway to a new beginning.
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Repentance is not easy; in fact, it can be deeply uncomfortable. It requires a change in direction, behaviour,
and sometimes attitude. It moves us from what is familiar into the uncharted waters of faith. Jonah left the
familiar road to Tarshish and went toward Nineveh. The Ninevites left the false security of their established
way of life and cast themselves upon the mercy of God.
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Eugene Peterson, commenting on Nineveh describes it in this way: L& « J#F /& ik 2] R RAKES, XA FHE:

“Nineveh was a religious city. It had ziggurats reaching to the skies, it had a priestly bureaucracy that
organized life so that it would have order and security. By complying with the rituals and obeying the rules,
Ninevites eliminated (or at least reduced) risk. Answers were provided for all mysteries. God was put into the
service of humanity. When Jonah preached “40 days and Nineveh will be overthrown” He didn’t accuse them



of being evil. He didn’t denounce their sin and wickedness. He called into question their future. He introduced
eschatology into their now-oriented religion, their security-obsessed present”.
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Repentance comes when we are no longer so self-assured. When we are convinced that we cannot save
ourselves...and we are willing to change the way we think and act...not always because we understand fully
but because we believe God. Isn’t that the conclusion that Jonah came to...Isn’t that what the Ninevites say
in verse 5.
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The road to recover after a storm...is to begin to behave differently.
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3. God Welcomes a Humble Response
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For Jonah...the change included recognition that Nineveh was important. In verse 3 Jonah tells us two things
about Nineveh: its size and its significance. Jonah says that it took three days to walk through it.
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Archaeological excavations of Tel Nineveh show that there was a walled city that was relatively small around
which sprawled many suburbs like a big metropolitan area. That greater Nineveh area was probably sixty
miles in circumference. It would very easily take three days to walk across a city of that size. In the hill
country of Israel the cities were made up of multilevel buildings scrunched together in a compact space. Here
in the Mesopotamian plain the cities were all spread out.
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Nineveh was the capital city of Assyria and it was the centre of Assyrian military, economic, and religious
power. It was a world-class city, overwhelming in its influence of the ancient world.
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In verse 3 Jonah makes this confession describing Nineveh as "an exceedingly great city," literally in the
Hebrew, "a great city to God." This is quite an admission from a prophet of Israel, partly because the capital
city Samaria he came from only had about 30,000 people... Compared to Nineveh, Samaria...was a hick town.
But theologically it is a huge shift in Jonah’s attitude...as he comments that this city was of great importance
to God — what he is admitting to is God was as concerned with what was going on in Nineveh as he was in
what was happening in Jerusalem.
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Jonah wants us to understand that he got the message. The message was that God cared a lot about this city

and the people who live there.
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The word that best describes Nineveh’s response is repentance. Repentance is more than a momentary
decision; it is a reorientation of the mind and heart that produces a new direction in life. The New Testament
word metanoia carries this sense of a transformed understanding that leads to transformed action.
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Repentance at times takes everything you have to say no to behaviours that was once normal. It begins with
a change in your mind and heart. Most people have heard stories of addicts and their hard journey of
recovery...but repenting from anger, hatred, long held prejudices - I think is just as hard or perhaps even
harder because changing the way one sees the world takes work, takes reflection, takes honest self-
evaluation...even sorrow...We don’t talk a lot about that kind of repentance...and it is as hard of a journey
as those of recovering addiction.
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Jonah needed to turn from running away from God’s call. He finally began taking steps toward the people he
despised and proclaiming God’s message to them. He was not doing so because his heart had been completely
transformed; chapter 4 makes that clear. Yet it was a beginning. The God of second chances had turned Jonah’s
feet around and was still at work on his heart.
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Jonah on the edge of the Mediterranean...doing things differently. Going to Nineveh...Preaching and
engaging with people he did not particularly want to be with...and surprisingly, the people responded to his
message by doing something about the way they lived...
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How can we respond to this passage? Well ask yourself the question: What do I need to surrender in my life
so that I can become the person that God intended for me to be?
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Who or what might be the Ninevites in your life? Maybe it is a relationship that God is asking you to make
right. Maybe it is unresolved anger that God is inviting you to resolve. Maybe it’s an addiction you need to let



go of...I'm so surprised, but I shouldn’t be of all the different kinds of addiction people fall into. There are
those that are very obvious : drugs, alcoholism etc.
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And there are those that are not so evident - gaming, gambling, sex. A friend of mine leads a group of men,
many involved in some kind of vocational ministry who are addicted to pornography - they meet every
Saturday to pray and support each other. If you have an addiction of any type - please, please, please - seek
help and make changes in your life - I promise you won'’t regret it.
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Maybe for some of you repentance is simply surrendering your life to Jesus. He has been tugging at your heart
for so long...you've felt him...you know what you have to do...Maybe today you need to say ‘yes ‘to God and
commit your life to following Him in Jesus.
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How do we recover from the storms brought about by our disobedience? We turn back to God. We receive
the new beginning he offers, learn a new way of living, and humble our hearts before him. This is the
invitation of the God of second chances.
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In a few moments, we will sing the old hymn “Search Me O God.” I am going to come to the front. If God has
spoken to your heart and you need to surrender a relationship to him—your anger, your burdens, your fears,
or perhaps your whole life—I invite you to come forward. I would count it a privilege to pray with you. Do
not leave this service carrying a burden that God is inviting you to release. There is something powerful about
stepping forward publicly and saying yes to God. Let us pray.
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