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Series: Sermon on the Mount, Chapt 5
Sermon: Loving Your Enemies with Jonah

September 28 ~ Love Your Enemies
Matthew 5:43-48 ~ “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’  But I tell you,
love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be children of your Father in heaven. He
causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.  If you love
those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that?  And if you greet only
your own people, what are you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that?  Be perfect, therefore, as
your heavenly Father is perfect.

Jonah 1:1-4, 15, 17; 2:10; 3:3-10 ~ The word of the Lord came to Jonah son of Amittai: “Go to the great city of
Nineveh and preach against it, because its wickedness has come up before me.”  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.  Then the Lord sent a great wind on the
sea, and such a violent storm arose that the ship threatened to break up. . .Then they took Jonah and threw him
overboard, and the raging sea grew calm. . .But the Lord provided a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was
inside the fish three days and three nights.

And the Lord commanded the fish, and it vomited Jonah onto dry land.

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 sackkcloth 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 anyting; 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.

Loving Your Enemies with Jonah

Ole and Olga lived on a farm in Iowa.  Olga was starved for attention.  Ole never gave her any sings of love, and
Olga’s need to be appreciated went unfulfilled.  After years of bitterness, Olga finally blurted out one day, “Ole,
why don’t you ever tell me that you love me?”  Ole stoically responded, “Olga, when we were married I told you
that I loved you, and if I ever change my mind, I’ll let you know.”  Do you know anybody like Ole?  In truth,
Jesus had but one sermon.  In all of the Bible, Jesus just gives one homily.  And it’s about 15 minutes long if
you read it straight through.  But within those lines are some of the hardest commands he gives.  And this



morning, we pick up on one.  Jesus said, “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your friends, hate your
enemies.’  But now I tell you: love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may become
the sons of your Father in heaven.  It was 11 years ago, I preached a sermon on a September Sunday, and the
second point in my sermon was to love your enemies.  And at the end of the service, I got the customary Good
sermon, good sermon.  That Tuesday was September 11, and not just any September 11.  We had a worship
service on that Friday.  During that service, I reiterated my stance on loving enemies.  And someone after the
service, one who said, ‘Good sermon’ six days prior, blasted me in my office.  How can you love somebody
who does that?   And I didn’t have an answer.  But I know we’re supposed to love our enemies, and if it was
true on a Sunday when we didn’t have any enemies, it certainly should be true if we did have enemies.  How do
we love our enemies?  For this sermon, I want to use the story of Jonah as a springboard into the discussion.

The story of Jonah is probably one that you remember from your Sunday School days.  We are not sure if the
story of Jonah is based in reality, based in folklore, or just a Hebrew fairy tale intended to make a point.  We
don’t know if it historically happened or if its just a “Once upon a time” sort of book that teaches and conveys
something about the nature of God.  Kind of it’s own little “fish story”. <Bad joke> Personally, I find Jonah a
little hard to swallow. <Another bad joke>.  If these events actually happened, super.  If they are works of
fiction, that’s fine too.  The point still stays the same - to help us to better understand God and God’s
compassion and mercy.  Jonah and whale, the big fish.  Being swallowed up for three days and nights in the
belly of a sea creature, followed by Jonah’s deliverance.  You know its going to be a unique sermon when you
have the word “vomited” in the scripture text.  Jonah is a short book, we read most of it this morning.  There
are, however, some dynamics behind the scenes that you need to know.

First, when God told Jonah to go to Nineveh, it wasn’t just a city somewhere in the Middle East.  Jonah was an
Israelite.  Nineveh happened to be the capital of the Assyrian Empire, the sworn enemy of Israel.  Assyria would
eventually wipe out 10 of the 12 tribes of Israel.  If you have ever heard of the lost tribes of Israel, it was the
Assyrians who conquered and demolished them.  So God tells Jonah to go to their sworn enemy’s capital and
tell them to repent or they will face the wrath of God.  What do you think Jonah thinks about this?  Yeah God,
give them everything you’ve got.  Give them destruction.  Give them death.  God is telling Jonah that he can
save them, or condemn them.  Jonah is thinking to save them, or destroy and kill them.  Save them, or quite
literally (and in this context, it’s not swearing), to hell with them.  Save them or to hell with them.  Jonah
chooses the latter.  Matter of fact, he gets on a boat for Tarshish, which is Spain - the farthest reaches of the
known world.  Exactly the opposite direction of Nineveh.  He tries to get away.  He wants God’s judgement and
wrath for the evil Assyrian.  God apparently thought that this was the wrong answer.  So a storm came up on the
Mediterranean.  Now, some dialogue was not shared in the printed scripture that we had this morning.  The crew
of the ship threw everything overboard to lighten the ship.  Jonah, knowing what was going on, asked them to
throw him overboard.  They refused.  They didn’t want to take an innocent man’s life.  They argued for some
time, Jonah telling them to cast him into the sea and the crew thinking that he was crazy.  They finally relented,
and after prayerful considerations, threw him into the deep.  And the storm stopped.  The crew offered more
prayers and converted to Judaism.

Jonah thought that this would be the end.  This was his suicide attempt.  Again, God thought that this was the
wrong answer.  So Jonah is somehow saved by a creature of the sea and lives in the belly for several days.  This
is one big fish!  This is the one fish that got away.  We’ve all heard about fishermen stories where they tell about
the one that got away.  This is it.  This story would take the cake.  But the interesting part of this section is that
Jonah can’t even kill himself without having God foil his plans.  He jumps into the sea and is saved.  He can’t
do anything right.  While in the belly of the whale, Jonah realizes that God isn’t going to leave him alone until
he goes to Nineveh to give God’s message to Israel’s enemy.  It finally clicks.  The fish deposits Jonah on a
beach, and Jonah goes to Nineveh.  The one that got away.  I used that phrase for the fish a moment ago.  The



one that got away.  But I want to expand that meaning to help us in understanding the universality of God’s
mercy and compassion for humanity.  Jonah had a narrow view of God’s grace and mercy.  He thought that
Israel was God’s only concern.  What he discovered, however, was that God does not want anyone to get away. 
Jew or gentile, free or slave.  Jonah had to learn that God’s grace covers all.  There is no select group or favored
population.  God does not want anyone to get away from God’s salvation, regardless of what we think God
should or should not do.  Jonah said, “to hell with them”, and God said, “That’s my business, not yours”.  We
might say to people in our society, “to hell with them”, and God would respond, “worry about yourself”.  God
does not want anyone of us to get away.  To often, we judge when we shouldn’t.  We think that we are more
deserving than others.  We believe that if God likes anybody, its going to be us, don’t we.  We must remember,
however, that we are all in need of God’s grace, we can’t do it alone.  He doesn’t want anyone of us to get away.

Jonah didn’t mind it if some people got away.  And if truth were to be told, there might be one or two people, or
classes of people, whom I didn’t mind if they got away as well.   On my bad days.  Those days when I pick up
the paper and read about some attrocity that happens in our world.  Lord, don’t offer that person any grace at all. 
Some of us might have that list in our heads right now.  Those whom we think should rot in hell.  Forever. 
Years ago, I remember counseling a young woman, the victim of rape.  And she said, “Anyone who has gone
through what I went through actively prays for their soul to burn.”  I get tiffed when someone takes away my
parking space, I cannot imagine my anger if someone would take away my child.  I would feel like Jonah, I
believe.  Lord, you have no right to take away my righteous vengence.
 
But the story of Jonah keeps on coming back into my brain.  God told Jonah to go into the heart of the enemy’s
territory and seek their salvation - save them from the wrath of God, their execution.  As we said before, the
wrath of God is what Jonah wanted for Nineveh.  The scripture that we read this morning covers 3/4 of the
complete text.  There is one more chapter following the text we read this morning.  And it is in this last chapter
that I get a better understanding of God and of justice and mercy.

Surprisingly, in the end of the story, the people of Nineveh listened to Jonah.  They repented, declared a fast,
and showed signs of repentance - sackcloth, ashes, the whole bit.  Jonah hoped that they would not listen to him. 
And Jonah got mad.  Jonah was angry at God for showing mercy and love.  Jonah prayed to God and said
“When I was still in my own country this is what I said would happen, and that is why I quickly ran away to
Tarshish.  I knew that you are a God who is kind and shows mercy.  You don’t become angry quickly and you
have great love.  I knew you would choose not to cause harm.”  In his prayer, Jonah’s understanding of justice
and forgiveness were challenged to the extent that it didn’t even make sense to him.  God saved the people who
were enemies of God’s people.  Jonah was so distraught, that he ended his prayer by saying “So now I ask you,
Lord, please kill me.  It is better for me to die than to live.”

The Lord’s response was simple and to the point.  “What right do you have to be angry at what I decide to do to
them?  Who are you to tell me what I can and cannot do?”  Jonah was still not a happy camper so he sat outside
the city on a hill to watch what would happen to the town.  The story of Jonah ends with an analogy.  Jonah was
sitting on the hillside and a plant grew up next to where he was sitting.  It gave Jonah some shade and made him
more comfortable.  The next day, God sent a worm to attack the plant so that the plant died.  Jonah, once again,
was sitting in the scorching heat - miserable once more.  And God asked him, “Do you have a right to be angry
about the plant?”  And Jonah, still in his pouting mode, responded “Yes, yes I do.”  God replied, “You are so
concerned for a little plant even though you did nothing to make it grow.  It appeared one day and the next day it
died.  If a plant is so important, shouldn’t I show concern and mercy for the great city of Nineveh, which has
more than one hundred twenty thousand people who don’t know right from wrong?” 

The story ends with Jonah still miserable, still pouting, still not understanding that God cares for everybody - He



doesn’t want anyone to get away.  That is why I am still like Jonah - there are those that I don’t want God to
show mercy to.  There are those I wish would experience all of the wrath of God possible.  To hell with them. 
And God tells me that I do not have a right to have these thoughts.  I don’t have a right to tell God who deserves
punishment and who deserves glory.  When I judge others is when I will be judged.  God doesn’t want anyone
to get away.  Jonah was still angry at God for saving Nineveh, but he forgot that God also saved him with the
fish.  The one who was saved didn’t want others to be saved.  You can see the hypocrisy in the story.  That’s
where I’m a Jonah.  I have a hard time forgiving when it is myself who needs forgiveness.  How do we love our
enemies?  We pray for their redemption.  We pray for their salvation.  We pray that they are touched by the Holy
Spirit and live a life worthy of living.  Why do we pray for them?  Because we need their prayers as well.  God
does not want anyone of us to get away.  Including us.  Including us.  Thanks be to God.


