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1 of 4 in Jonah: Mercy Beyond Boundaries Jonah 1:1-17

Today we begin a 4-part series on the book of Jonah.

It’s a book about political loyalties and spiritual loyalties. It’s a book about insiders and outsiders. It’s a
book about national identity, fear, enemies, and neighbours. It’s a book about what happens when
God's mercy challenges us to cross boundaries that we would rather keep firmly in place.

It’s a book that presents us with difficult questions, like:

e How do we respond to people who are different from us?
e What happens when God's agenda conflicts with our biases?
e Do we really want God to be as merciful as he actually is?

We live in a world that’s increasingly divided— a world where it’s all too easy to draw lines between us
and them, friend and foe, people who belong and people who don't.

The book of Jonah is not just a story about a rebellious prophet. It’s a mirror that allows us to see the
reflection of our own fears and prejudices.

The book of Jonah is not just a story about a man who get swallowed by a giant fish. Indeed, the fish
only makes the briefest of appearances. The real surprise of Jonah isn’t the fish, but rather the stunning
wideness of God’s mercy— coupled with the sobering discovery that you and | stand in need his mercy
far more than we ever imagined.

The story opens with these words:

The word of the LORD came to Jonah son of Amittai. !
That name would have meant something to the original readers of this book, because Jonah wasn’t an
unknown figure. In 2 Kings 14, we learn that he ministered during the rule of King Jeroboam Il of the
northern kingdom of Israel. The only prophecy on record from Jonah was one that he gave in support of

the restoration of Israel's borders during a period of national expansion. 2

At roughly the same time, prophets like Amos and Hosea were confronting Israel's idolatry, injustice,
and unfaithfulness. Jonah, by contrast, delivered a message of national success.

In today’s terms, you might say that Jonah was something of a nationalist—someone whose blind loyalty
to his own country and people made it difficult for him to see God’s concern for anyone else.

This quickly becomes apparent when God commands the prophet to:
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"Go to the great city of Nineveh and preach against it, because its great wickedness has come up
before me."3

It’s difficult to overstate how shocking this command would have been.

Nineveh was the capital of Assyria, Israel's greatest enemy. It represented everything that threatened
God'’s people— military might, ruthless violence and merciless oppression. Now, God is about to send
the same prophet who once affirmed efforts to restore Israel’s borders against foreign threats to preach
to the very people many Israelites feared and hated the most.

Already, the story raises an uncomfortable question for us: What happens when God's purposes lead us
toward people we would rather avoid?

With that challenging question in mind, we’re going to explore three movements of God’s mercy as we
work our way through Jonah chapter one today. The first movement begins with Jonah:

1. Running from God’s mercy.

Even more shocking than the fact that God would send one of his prophets to Nineveh, of all places, is
Jonah’s response to this calling:

But Jonah ran away from the LORD and headed for Tarshish. He went down to Joppa, where he
found a ship bound for that port. After paying the fare, he went aboard and sailed for Tarshish to
flee from the LORD. 4

Now, to be fair, this isn't the first time a prophet has struggled with God's call. Moses protested that he
wasn't a good speaker. Jeremiah insisted that he was too young. Isaiah was overwhelmed by his own
unworthiness. Throughout the Old Testament, prophets sometimes hesitate, question, or even protest
when God gives them a difficult assignment.

But they never run—except for Jonah—who has the distinct notoriety of being the only prophet in the
whole Old Testament who responded to God’s commission by fleeing in the opposite direction.

Rather than making his way east toward Nineveh, which would have been an overland journey, he goes
west to Joppa, finds a ship, pays the fare, and sails for Tarshish, which was about far from Nineveh as
you could possibly get. One Old Testament scholar remarks that Jonah seems determined to put as
much distance as possible between himself and the place God has called him to go. ®

Somewhere deep inside, Jonah is aware that it’s futile to run from God. Later in this chapter he’ll state
that he worships "the LORD, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the dry land." If God made the
sea, how could someone ever sail beyond his reach? Yet in this moment, what Jonah knows in his mind
about God is overwhelmed by the resistance in his heart. So, he runs.

3 Jonah 1:2 (NIV)
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5 Leslie C. Allen, The Books of Joel, Obadiah, Jonah and Micah: New International Commentary on the Old
Testament, p. 205.



We don’t find out why Jonah runs until later in the book, in chapter 4, when in prayer he admits:

"I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a
God who relents from sending calamity." ©

Isn't that remarkable? Jonah doesn't run because he doubts God. He runs because he knows what God is
like. He knows God's heart, and suspects that if Nineveh repents, God may actually relent from judging
them.

Jonah had no trouble with /srael receiving God’s mercy. What he struggled with was extending that
same mercy to Israel's enemies. And this is one of those points where the story holds up a mirror to our
own lives.

Most of us don't board ships to run from God, but we all have our ways of resisting God’s merciful
purposes. Sometimes we delay obedience because we fear where it might lead. Sometimes we resist
difficult conversations because we’d rather walk away from certain people than move toward them.
Sometimes we secretly hope that God will deal with people according to our sense of justice rather than
his abundant mercy.

We may never say it aloud, but we draw lines, telling ourselves that:

These people... belong. Those people... don't.
And yet one of our guiding priorities at Cornerstone is to embody the radical hospitality of Jesus by
building bridges across difference. It’s not just a ministry strategy; it's part of what it means to follow
Jesus faithfully.
The book of Jonah confronts us with this uncomfortable truth: We can say amen all day long to
statements about how God is gracious, compassionate, slow to anger, and abounding in love—and yet
still find ourselves uncomfortable or even resentful when that same grace calls us to reach out to people
that we would rather keep at a distance.
The main question Jonah leaves with each of us is this: Who is my Nineveh? Who are people |
instinctively avoid? Who are the people | just don’t get? Who are the people whose politics, beliefs,
lifestyle, or values seem so different from mine that | write them off? Who are the people | find hardest to
love? Who are the people | struggle to imagine as objects of God's mercy?
Until | can answer such questions honestly, | may not realize how much Jonah I still have within me.
The next movement in our text has to do with being:

2. Pursued by God’s mercy.

Starting in verse 4, we read:

6 Jonah 4:2 (NIV)



Then the LORD sent a great wind on the sea, and such a violent storm arose that the ship
threatened to break up.”’

Notice who initiates the action here—God does. It’s easy to read the storm as God's judgment on Jonah.
It’s certainly an act of divine discipline, but far more than that, it’s an act of mercy. God loves Jonah—
and everyone else affected by his disobedience—too much to let the prophet keep running.

This mercy is first revealed in the striking contrast between Jonah and the sailors. These were pagan
Gentiles, probably Phoenicians, who worshipped a variety of false gods. Yet as the story unfolds, it
becomes clear that the mercy of the one true God is not only pursuing Jonah, but the sailors as well, and
ultimately, the people of Nineveh.

The storm must have been quite a whopper, because although they were experienced seafarers, verse 5
tells us that:

All the sailors were afraid and each cried out to his own god. And they threw the cargo into the
sea to lighten the ship. But Jonah had gone below deck, where he lay down and fell into a deep
sleep. &

The pagan sailors are praying as best they know how, while the prophet of God sleeps. They work
desperately to try to save everyone on board, while Jonah has withdrawn, showing no concern for
others.

Eventually the captain goes below deck, finds Jonah, and says,

"How can you sleep? Get up and call on your god! Maybe he will take notice of us so that we will
not perish.” °

In the original Hebrew, these words are remarkably close to the words of God’s commission to Jonah
back in verse 2. God told Jonah to get up and go to Nineveh. The captain tells Jonah to get up and pray.
God told Jonah to call Nineveh out for their wicked ways. The captain tells Jonah to call out to God.

Remarkable, isn’t it? God is so committed to pursuing Jonah that he even uses a pagan captain to echo
his original commission. Sometimes God speaks to us through the very people we least expect.

The story continues as the sailors cast lots to discover who's responsible for the storm. Of course, the lot
falls to Jonah. They begin asking him a series of rapid-fire questions: What's your occupation? Where do
you come from? What's your country? From what people are you? Jonah answers:

"I am a Hebrew and | worship the LORD, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the dry
land.” 10
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It's a magnificent confession. Every word of it is true. The Lord is indeed the God of heaven who made
both the sea and the dry land—which again makes Jonah's attempt to flee by sea all the more absurd.
The prophet’s theological declaration is impeccable. His obedience? Not so much.

Then comes one of the most revealing moments in the chapter. When the sailors discover that Jonah is
fleeing from the Lord, verse 10 tells us:

This terrified them and they asked, “What have you done?” !

It’s the same question God asked Eve after the fall— a question that exposes the seriousness of sin:
What have you done? *? The pagan sailors seem more disturbed by Jonah's disobedience than he is.

As the storm grows even more violent, Jonah finally tells them what they must do:

"Pick me up and throw me into the sea... | know that it is my fault that this great storm has
come upon you.” 13

But once again, the sailors reveal hearts that Jonah never expected. Verse 13 says:
Instead, the men did their best to row back to land... *

Think about that. Until now, God’s prophet has shown zero concern for anyone else. Yet these pagan
sailors refuse to sacrifice him until every other possibility has been exhausted.

Only then do they cry out—not to their own gods this time—but to the LORD, asking him not to hold
them guilty for Jonah's death. With no other options remaining, they finally throw him overboard, and
the raging sea grows calm.

At this the men greatly feared the LORD, and they offered a sacrifice to the LORD and made
vows to him. ¥

The narrator’s wording here is deliberate and striking. The reverent fear of the LORD, the offering of
sacrifice, and the making of vows are all terms associated with faithful Israelite worship. It seems that
these pagan sailors have genuinely converted to the LORD, the God of Israel.

Do you see what God’s been doing? His mercy not only pursues Jonah; it also pursues the sailors. Before
they ever call out to the LORD, the LORD is at work to call them to himself.

God’s mercy refuses to be contained within the boundaries we draw. That’s precisely what Jonah needs
to learn—and what we are invited to see as well.

11 Jonah 1:10 (NIV)
12 Genesis 3:13
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Another one of our Guiding Priorities for Cornerstone’s future is to join God in the neighbourhood—in
the places where we live, work, play and study every day. In fact, this fall we will have a special 40-day
congregation-wide initiative with that very focus.

We'll tell you more about that another time, but God is already at work throughout Markham-Stouffville
and the GTA, drawing people to himself and seeking the flourishing of our communities. Our calling is
not simply to invite people into our world, but to step into theirs with the love, mercy, and presence of
Jesus.

Tim Keller writes about how the people of the church should be known for contributing to the common
good of the communities where God has placed us. As Jesus says in Matthew 5:

"Let your light shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and glorify your Father
in heaven.” 16

The irony in our text is that the sailors outshine the Jonah at every point when it comes to serving the
common good. They throw cargo overboard to try to save everyone on the ship. They row desperately
toward land in the hopes that they don’t have to sacrifice Jonah. They seek the well-being of strangers
before thinking of themselves. Meanwhile, the prophet of God has disappeared below deck.

As followers of Jesus, we're called to be different than Jonah. Because we have received God's mercy,
we seek the common good of our neighbours, including and especially those who do not yet follow
Jesus. We build bridges instead of walls. We look for where God is already at work and join him there.
We contribute to the flourishing of our greater community so that others catch a glimpse of the God
whose mercy has first pursued us, so that like the sailors, perhaps they too might come to realize that
God’s mercy is also pursuing them.

God’s mercy refuses to stop at the boundaries we can so easily erect. It crosses oceans, cultures,
prejudice— and even a prophet’s rebellion— to accomplish God’s saving purposes.

That brings us to the final movement of the story, which is about being:
3. Saved by God’s mercy.
The chapter closes with the verse most people associate with the story of Jonah:

Now the LORD provided a huge fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was in the belly of the fish
three days and three nights. '’

This is the moment of the story that the book of Jonah is famous for. But notice how little attention the
narrator gives the fish. Just one verse. The fish isn't really the point. The point is the mercy of God, who
provides the fish.

16 Matthew 5:16 (NIV)
17 Jonah 1:17 (NIV)



Throughout this chapter, Jonah has resisted God's purposes at every turn. He has run from God's call,
endangered everyone around him, and finally been thrown into the sea. By every measure, this should
be the end of his story.

Instead, the Lord appoints a fish—not as an instrument of punishment, but as an instrument of mercy.

The very place that appears to be Jonah's grave becomes the place of his rescue. Later in the Bible, Jesus
tells us that this whole scene points beyond itself. He says:

“For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of a huge fish, so the Son of Man will
be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth." 8

But these similarities only make the differences all the more striking. Tim Keller puts it this way:
Jonah was cast out for his own sins, but that was not true of Jesus. Jonah only came near to
death and went under the water, while Jesus actually died and came under the weight of our sin

and punishment. °

That's exactly the point. Jonah is thrown into the sea because of his own rebellion. Jesus enters death
and the grave because of ours.

Jonah deserved judgment and received mercy. Jesus deserved only the Father's delight, yet willingly
bore our judgment so that we might receive mercy instead.

The French theologian Jacques Ellul takes the comparison even further in his writings about Jonah. He
says:

If it is true that the sacrifice of a man who takes his condemnation can save others around him, then
this is far more true when the one sacrificed is the Son of God himself. 20

That's the gospel. Jonah could calm one storm by offering himself. Jesus calms the deepest storm of all.

By giving himself over to death, he bore our sin, exhausted our judgment, and opened the way for sinful
rebels like us to be reconciled to God.

Again, the story of Jonah is ultimately not about a runaway prophet. It's about a God whose mercy is so
relentless that it ultimately leads him to the cross, where he lays down his life to save us.

That brings us to the Lord's Table. Would those who will be serving communion today please come
forward and take your places at this time?

18 Matthew 12:40 (NIV)
19 Timothy Keller, The Prodigal Prophet: Jonah and the Mystery of God’s Mercy, pp. 62-63.
20 Jaques Ellul, The Judgment of Jonah, pp. 36-38 (as quoted in Keller, The Prodigal Prophet, p. 63).



Communion

Communion isn’t t a meal for people who have it all together. It's a meal where Jesus meets people with
his grace. We come confessing that, like Jonah, we've resisted God's purposes, drawn boundaries
around people, and often preferred our own comfort to God's calling.

But we also come remembering that Jesus did what Jonah never could. He willingly entered the
depths—not for his own sin, but for ours. He endured the judgment we deserved so that we could
receive the mercy we never deserved. As we receive the bread and the cup today, we remember that

the One who is infinitely greater than Jonah gave himself for us.

And if today you find yourself longing to know him more —to receive his mercy rather than run from it—
this table is a place to move toward him, not away from him.

At the Lord’s Table we celebrate ultimate expression of the mercy we've seen throughout Jonah.
Then, having received that mercy, we leave this table ready to extend it to others.

After all, once we've been pursued by grace, we can no longer justify withholding that grace from
someone else.

On the night he was betrayed, the Lord Jesus took bread, and when he had given thanks, he
broke it and said, "This is my body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me."

In the same way, after supper he took the cup, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my
blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me."

"For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he
comes."(1 Corinthians 11:23-26)

Whether you've been walking with Jesus for many years, or whether today you find yourself taking your
first hesitant steps toward him, this table is an invitation to receive his grace.

Come, not because you have been faithful, but because Christ has been faithful.
Come, not because you have never run, but because God’s mercy has never stopped pursuing you.

Slide for Communion Instructions

End of Service

Just before the benediction, we’re going to pray a commissioning prayer for our summer camp teams as
a full month of camps begins tomorrow, here at Cornerstone.



Just before we pray, | want to let you know that print versions of the booklet Discerning the Voice of the
Holy Spirit by Pastor Andrew that | mentioned last week will be available after the service at the
Welcome Desk in the lobby. So, make sure to pick up a copy if interested.

On the screen, you will now see a photo of our summer camp team. Can we show them our appreciation
for serving this summer?

And now, | invite you to stretch out your hands toward that photo of our team, and join me in
commissioning them to God in prayer:

Heavenly Father, today we have the joy of commissioning our summer camp teams, and we
thank you for every person who has said "yes" to serving this summer.

We thank you especially for our student interns and volunteers. Thank you for their willingness
to give up part of their summer to invest in younger kids. As they serve, continue to shape them
into the people you are calling them to become. Grow their faith, deepen their character, and
help them discover the joy that comes from serving others in the way of Jesus.

We pray for every member of our camp team, that you would fill them with your Holy Spirit.
Give them energy for long days, patience in challenging moments, wisdom in every interaction,
and hearts that are quick to encourage. May the love of Jesus overflow through their words,
their games, their conversations, and even the ordinary moments of each day.

We pray especially for Hannah, as she leads our camp ministry, and for Chloe, as she serves
alongside her. Give them strength, discernment, creativity, and peace. Protect them from
discouragement, help them lead with joy, and let this team be marked by unity, humility, and
love.

Lord, we also pray for every child and teenager who will come to our camps this summer. We
know that many of them are not yet part of our church family, and some may have never
experienced the love of Jesus in a personal way. We ask that our camps would be more than just
a week of fun—that they would become places where your grace is experienced and your Spirit
is at work.

May every child know they are seen, welcomed, and deeply loved. Open hearts to the good
news of Jesus. Plant seeds of faith that will grow for years to come. And where there is fear,
loneliness, or hurt, would your love bring hope and healing.

We pray, too, for parents and families. May the welcome they experience through these camps
open doors to deeper relationships with our church, and ultimately with you.

And now, as we commission our summer camp team, we send them into their ministry in the
name of Jesus. May they go with confidence, knowing that your Spirit goes before them, walks
beside them, and works through them. Use them to reflect your love to our community, and
accomplish far more than we could ask or imagine.

We pray all of this in the name of Jesus. Amen.



And now, would you open your hands and hearts to receive today’s benediction:

Go now in the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ.

Having been pursued by God's mercy, go and pursue others with that same mercy.
Cross the boundaries that fear would have you keep.

Build bridges where others build walls

And may the God who never stopped pursuing Jonah continue his good work in you,
through the power of his Spirit.

Amen.
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