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Lessons from Jonah:  You Can’t Dispute God’s Love 
May 31, 2026 

 
This morning we continue looking at the events of the book of Jonah. Our focus verses are Jonah 
3:3-10, but I’ll only read a few of the verses. (Jonah 3:3-5a, 10) 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. 10 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. (1 Chronicles 29:11-13) Yours, LORD, is the greatness and the power and the 
glory and the majesty and the splendor, for everything in heaven and earth is yours. Yours, 
LORD, is the kingdom; you are exalted as head over all.  …You are the ruler of all things.  … 
Now, our God, we give you thanks, and praise your glorious name.  
 
A famous theologian was being interviewed by a room full of college students. One of the 
students asked him, “What is the most profound truth you have found in the Bible?” He paused 
for a moment as he thought. Finally, he answered “Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells 
me so.” That IS a profound truth. Just because the concept is put into simple words of a simple 
song doesn’t change the fact that it is a profound truth. God’s love IS the focal point of the entire 
Bible. Consequently, it is the focal point of this church body and this congregation. And 
hopefully it is also the focal point for our entire lives.  
 
God’s love is obvious when we see the holy, Heavenly Father sending his Son, Jesus, to this 
world to be rejected, tortured and killed. God’s love is obvious when we see Jesus willingly 
coming to earth, knowing that he was coming to earth to suffer and die. God’s love is obvious as 
Jesus is tortured and murdered for us on Good Friday. God’s love is obvious as Jesus rises from 
the dead and reassures us in so many ways that he is truly alive, and that he truly cares for us. 
God’s love is also obvious when we recognize that the Holy Spirit gave us the Holy Scriptures to 
show us the true God, the Triune God. And when the Holy Spirit works through that living word 
to bring us to saving faith, and keep us in that faith. God’s love is certainly evident in the book of 
Jonah. God’s love is very evident in his dealings with the less-than-admirable prophet Jonah. 
And God’s love is very evident in his dealings with the Assyrian capital city of Nineveh. Our 
lesson from Jonah this morning is, You can’t dispute God’s love. We may not understand God’s 
love all the time, but we can’t dispute it. By the same token, we may not deserve God’s love, but 
we still can’t dispute it. Let’s begin by looking at God’s love shown to the Assyrians.  
 
The first thing you have to understand about the Assyrians is that they were famous for their 
cruelty. They were great warriors, the most ferocious of all soldiers of their day. Their very name 
became a byword for cruelty and atrocity. Sometimes they skinned their prisoners alive. 
Sometimes they cut off various body parts (hands and feet, noses, ears, and lips) to inspire terror 
in their enemies. There are records of Assyrian officials pulling out tongues and displaying 
mounds of human skulls, to bring about stark horror and wealthy tribute from surrounding 
nations. Assyrian kings might put out the eyes of an enemy king, and lead the officials into 
captivity with hooks in their lips. The Assyrians were a bloody and wicked people. And if that 
wasn’t enough, Assyrian policy was to deport conquered peoples to other lands within the 
empire and replace them with strangers from far away. They did this to destroy the conquered 
people’s sense of nationalism, and break any pride or hope of rebellion. Is it any wonder that 
Jonah was reluctant to go to Nineveh. Their sheer cruelty alone was enough to turn a Godly man 
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away in horror. Couple that with the fact that Jonah almost certainly realized that God was going 
to use the Assyrians to punish the Jews for turning away from God, and you begin to understand 
why Jonah tried to avoid God’s command to go there. Yet God wanted Jonah to go to these 
incredibly cruel and wicked people, and call them to repentance. Why? Because he loved them, 
yes, even them! 
 
Let me tell you a bit more about Nineveh. It was the capital of the Assyrian kingdom. It was a 
great city, perhaps the greatest city of its day. It was the New York City of the fertile crescent. It 
had heathen temples, magnificent palaces, beautiful parks, and luxuriant gardens. And around it 
were built massive walls 100 feet high and wide enough for 3 chariots to ride side-by-side on 
top. Nineveh may well have had half-a-million inhabitants. In the last chapter of the book God 
says: (Jonah 4:11) But Nineveh has more than a hundred and twenty thousand people who cannot 
tell their right hand from their left. This almost certainly refers to the number of young children 
in the city. And if there were 120,000 children too young to tell their right hand from their left, it 
is completely reasonable to estimate the total population to be at least 500,000. And it could have 
been a lot more. And God wanted Jonah to go there and tell them about the one, true God. Why?  
Because God loved every single one of those people. Should I not be concerned about that great 
city?" God asked Jonah. After a 3 day ride inside a huge fish, Jonah finally agreed to go.  
 
When Jonah arrived at Nineveh, it took him three days to go through the city. But realize that he 
wasn’t walking non-stop. The reason it took him so long was because he was pausing to preach 
to the people. Most likely what he did was go up and down the streets, stopping wherever he 
found a gathering of people, and warning them of God’s impending judgment. In a city of that 
size with that population, it would definitely take him a few days to work his way through it with 
that approach. We don’t know how Jonah the Jew communicated with the Assyrians, but clearly 
his message was understood. "Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned." Those words 
are probably a summary of his message. Almost certainly he told them more than that. Jonah 
must have told the Assyrians about the true God, the Lord, and about the Lord’s anger over their 
wickedness, and about the Lord’s determination to destroy the city if the people didn’t turn away 
from wickedness and false gods, and turn to the Lord and Jonah must have told them about 
God’s love. Jonah preached the message, "Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned." 
And, wonder of wonders, the people listened to him. They believed his message. They turned to 
the Lord and repented.  
 
Jesus tells us that, The men of Nineveh, repented at the preaching of Jonah (Luke 11:32). Jonah 
himself states it very simply. He says, The Ninevites believed God. Listen to how they responded 
to God’s warning. (Jonah 3:5b-9) 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."  
 
The King of Nineveh makes a decree after hearing God’s message. And remember, Nineveh is 
the capital of mighty Assyria,  so this man would be a mighty and influential king in Assyria. He 
commands that the people, and even their animals, were to fast in regard to food and drink. For 
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the people, this was to show that their minds were on spiritual matters instead of physical ones. 
The animals were included because they were connected with the people who owned them. The 
lowing of cattle and bleating of the sheep, hungry and thirsty from the fast, was symbolic of their 
owners cry for mercy and forgiveness.  
 
He also decreed that all people, and again their animals (to show how complete was their sorrow) 
were to wear sackcloth. Sackcloth was typically material made out of coarse, prickly goat hair. 
These dark, uncomfortable coverings indicated their painful sorrow and mourning over their sins. 
And why did the Ninevites do these things? Because in this, the most incredible mass conversion 
on history, all of them, from the greatest to the least, Jonah writes, a half-million people or more, 
were brought to faith in the one true God, in Jahweh, the Covenant God of Israel. The Ninevites 
fasted and put on sackcloth because they were truly sorry for their sins, for their idolatry, and for 
their cruelty. And they did it because they were trusting that God would deal with them in love. 
And God did deal with them in love. He spared them destruction because they turned away from 
their sin, and turned to him. Jonah summarizes it in this way: 10 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.  
 
Interestingly, Jonah is furious with God for showing the Assyrians such love. (Jonah 4:1-2) But 
Jonah was greatly displeased and became angry. 2 He prayed to the LORD, "O LORD, is this not 
what I said when I was still at home? That is why I was so quick to flee to Tarshish. I knew that 
you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who 
relents from sending calamity. In his extreme bigotry against the Assyrians, and in his sinful 
pride, Jonah seems to have forgotten that it wasn’t long ago that, in love and mercy, God spared 
his own life. Next week we’ll talk about how, even with this latest unloving outburst from Jonah, 
God continued to deal with him in love. But now, let’s turn our attention to us. God’s message to 
the Assyrians was “Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned.” In a very real way, God’s 
message to every single one of us is “In due time you will be overturned.” 
 
We are talking about how God is a loving God, and indeed he is. But you do God a huge 
disservice, and yourself as well, if that is the only way you view God. God is indeed a God of 
love. That’s the loving side of his nature. But there is another side of God’s nature, an equally 
important side, which is often overlooked. It’s God’s holiness. His righteousness. His purity and 
perfection. It’s the part of God that cannot stand sin. The part that cannot bear to overlook sin. 
The part that will never sweep disobedience “under the carpet.” The part of God that must, 
MUST, punish sin because that is the only appropriate thing for a holy God to do. That’s the part 
that was determined to obliterate Nineveh because of the people’s wickedness. And that’s the 
part that would have obliterated Nineveh if they hadn’t repented. That’s the same part of God 
that looks at us, and hates our sin. God’s holiness demands that he must punish our sin.  
 
And he says to us, “In due time you will be overturned” if you don’t also repent. God says, “I 
can’t abide your cruelty to others with the words you say to them and about them to others. “Nor 
can I abide your cruelty in the things you do to hurt others. You’re no better than the Assyrians.” 
God says “I can’t overlook the fact that you place all kinds of things ahead of me and 
worshipping me, and hearing about me, just like the Assyrians.” He says, “I can’t ignore your 
sinful attitudes, your own bigotry, and pride, and disdain for others, just like Jonah.” God says “I 
can’t tolerate your multiple excuses for disobeying my clear commands.” That’s God’s righteous 
holiness speaking, and that holiness is a significant thing indeed. Anyone who discounts God’s 
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holiness, does so at great peril. Anyone who disregards God’s righteousness, does so as an 
absolute fool. Anyone who blatantly disobeys God, and, in impenitence tries to comfort 
themselves with the idea that “God is love” and only love, is deluding himself. For the 
impenitent, it is the God of righteousness who will deal with them one day and it will not be 
pleasant when he does. And there is not a person here who, at one time or another, has not 
dismissed our own sin. We have all justified our sinful actions. We have soft-pedaled our 
decisions, and dismissed the consequences because “God is a God of love.” We have all at times 
forgotten that, “God is a holy God who judges everyone by his own holiness.” So what do we 
do? 
 
We do what the Ninevites did. We believe God’s word. We turn to God, and we repent. The Bible 
tells us: (1 John 1:9) If we confess our sins, [God] is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins 
and purify us from all unrighteousness. How can that be? Well, that goes back to the other side of 
God again, his loving side. Just a few verses before that verse, the Bible says this: (1 John 1:7)  
…the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin. You see, just like God in love sent Jonah 
to the Assyrians in Nineveh, so God in love sent his Son, Jesus, to us. The holy God knew that 
we could never be holy,so God in love sent Jesus as a Substitute to take our place. Holy Jesus 
lived life as our Substitute, never sinning, never disobeying God. And then holy Jesus suffered 
the most horrible torture, and died a gruesome death on a Roman cross in our place, in order to 
make holy payment for every one of our sins. His holy blood poured from his holy body to 
purify us from all our unholiness. Every cruelty we have shown to others, every improper 
attitude we have ever held, every hurtful thing we have ever done, every improper word we have 
ever spoken, are all paid for in full by the blood of Jesus, [God’s] Son. And why? Because the 
holy God is also a loving God. The holy part of God demands that sin’s penalty be paid. The 
loving part of God provides what the holy part of God demands. So what we needed, God 
provided.  
 
God the Father in love sent Jesus, God the Son to do that, and Jesus, God the Son, in love 
willingly took our place and paid our penalty. And God the Holy Spirit showed us this truth in 
the Scriptures he inspired, and the work he did in our hearts through those Scriptures. The Triune 
God, 3 persons in 1 God, is wonderfully complex and astounding. But the love that the Triune 
God demonstrates is even more astounding. And you can’t dispute that love! The Lord showed 
that love to Jonah. He showed it to the entire city of Nineveh. And he shows that love to you and 
me too, every day in every way. There is only one reason God sends a reluctant prophet to an 
unbelieving city to warn them of their destruction. It’s called love. There is only one reason God 
urges us also to turn away from sin, and turn to him. Love. There is only one reason God sends 
his very own Son to earth to die horribly for the sins of all people. Love. There is only one 
reason Jesus, God’s Son, is willing to come to earth and endure the agony and death. Love. There 
is only one reason the Holy Spirit brings us to spiritual life. Love. There is only one reason the 
Lord continues to bless us, and forgive us, and care for us, and protect us, and provide for us, and 
guide us, and be with us. The Triune God loves us! The Lord says to us in Jeremiah: (Jeremiah 
31:3) “I have loved you with an everlasting love; I have drawn you [to me] with loving-kindness.  
 
So, some might ask, if God is a loving God, then why is there so much wickedness, and 
suffering, and sorrow, and inequity in the world? The brief answer to that is, it is certainly not 
from a lack of God’s love, but from an abundance of evil. Someone else might ask, if God is a 
loving God, then why are things in my life such a mess? The answer is, perhaps because you 
have too often been doing things according to your own will instead of according to God’s will. 
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Or perhaps because you have been neglecting the Lord and his Word in your life. And God, in 
love, is letting you struggle a bit because he wants you to look to him for strength, and security, 
and guidance, and peace, and joy, and hope, and restitution. Those wonderful things can only 
come from knowing the love of God, and loving and honoring God in return. The Ninevites 
discovered that when they heard God’s Word, and responded in faith. They learned that you can’t 
dispute God’s love. May it also be true of us that we always recognize God’s incredible love for 
us, and that we respond in joy and thankfulness to God’s love, with love and loving actions. 


