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Grace and Peace to You in the name of God Our Loving Creator and Our 

Lord and Savior Jesus Christ! 

 

We have three great texts today.  Jonah complains about God’s mercy.  Paul 

says that we are to live our lives in a manner worthy of the gospel, without 

fearing death.  And in Matthew we have a parable of a landowner that 

challenges us to think through what it is like to have a God of Grace who gives 

the same reward to all. 

 

When I was a senior in college, I had a senior level class in Biblical Studies that 

challenged us to come up with a theology of the whole Bible.  In order to do 

this we had to approach this theology as a theme or thesis that could be 

backed up in every book of the Bible.  How many books are in the Bible?  I 

had to sort through 66 books to find a common theme.  It was hard work!  The 

theology I wanted to find was difficult when applied to every book.  Some 

books were books of history, some books even seemed to promote different 

views of God, how could I find one theme that carried through each text?   

 

What would your theology of the Bible be? 

 

Many of our theologies fit a very human approach to morality.  Do good, get 

rewarded.  Do bad, get punished.  And then the Bible is the text that defines 

what the good and bad are kind of like a cheat sheet for us in daily life.  But 

even that simple approach breaks down when applied to the whole Bible.  



Likewise, saying that God is Love or that Jesus is the savior are difficult to back 

up in each and every book.  The theology that I found, was not what I wanted 

to find, but one that I felt could be found in every book of the Bible.  That 

theology was, “God is God and you are not!”   

 

For many throughout the generations this has been a frustrating message.  It 

means that God is not predictable in the ways we would like.  It doesn’t allow 

us to, with the cheatsheet, take the place of God.  We are always placed in a 

place of humility where we are reliant on the promises this God has given us. 

 

And that includes an unpredictable mercy that reaches those we thought 

God wanted us to judge!  This is the story of Jonah who is called into enemy 

territory…to the big bad empire of his time…and the heart of the Assyrian 

power structure, their capitol city Ninevah.  The Assyrians would have inspired 

fear in Jonah, with their terrible power, and war chariots that could sweep into 

nations and wipe them out in a matter of hours and days.  But here Jonah, 

after trying to run away from this call to preach to Ninevah, finally offers a very 

weak sermon, telling Ninevah that the city will be destroyed.   

 

In our text today, Jonah is miserable.  He is miserable because the Ninevites 

repented and turned from their evil ways.  From the king to the animals in the 

city all turn to God.  Jonah is upset that even though he tried to sabotage 

God’s message for the Ninevites and preached the worst sermon possible, 

they still repented.  Jonah wanted to bring judgment and we find out that the 

reason he ran away from his call is because he feared that God would be 

merciful…and where is the fun in that?  Instead of celebrating this new life and 

and explaining who Yahweh is to the ready ears of the Assyrians, he rejects this 



potential new relationship and goes off outside of the city to sit by himself and 

pout about his frustrations with the mercy of God.  

 

A theme that is repeated again and again in Old Testament is the desire for 

God to open up relationship with new people, and a desire by the people in 

relationship with God to protect that relationship and fear engaging other 

people and ideas.  This is one of the issues churches face again and again, 

when we ask as we did this week when our Evangelism Team met how do we 

reach people that aren’t here yet and are we ready to invite people in.  We 

are sometimes more guarded that we want to be in creating new relationships 

that invite us to change.  We are fine with people coming to us and being like 

us as long as we remain comfortable and in charge.  But God is God and we 

are not!  How annoying is that?  Jonah sits in comfort under a bush God grows 

to give him comfort in his distress.  He is merciful to Jonah even in his anger.  

But then the bush withers and Jonah and God have a talk.  It becomes clear 

that God sees the repentance of the Ninevites as something to celebrate and 

he’s sad that Jonah does not see it that way.   

 

The message of Jonah seems to be that to be in relationship with God means 

to share that relationship with God.   

 

The fact is most people in churches these days, are more like the older brother 

in the Prodigal Son story than the Prodigal Son.  They are the faithful who have 

done what they are supposed to and the challenge of churches these days is 

to be ready to invite people in that haven’t been on the same track and to 

show them God’s mercy and invitation, when in our hearts there may be 

resentment that they didn’t make the same choices, to belong to a church or 

be a church member.   



One of my common rituals on Saturday nights is to drive through Brady Street 

on my way home.  And I can’t help thinking, “I bet these people aren’t going 

to church tomorrow.”  Why do I do that?  Is it my inner judge? 

 

When I was a pastor in Moorhead, Minnesota I loved being invited to preach 

at the Recovery Worship Service in Fargo.  It’s a group of people that probably 

at one point or another felt like they weren’t good enough to be in church 

and many may have felt they weren’t worthy of God’s love.  But Recovery 

crowds were pretty amazing places to preach because it was a group of 

people that you didn’t need to convince of sin and a group of people that 

needed and practiced humor more than other churches I knew.  One of the 

jokes I shared with them was a clip from the Simpsons movie.  When the end of 

the world is coming to the town of Springfield, the movie shows a scene of a 

church and a bar next to each other on the street.  Suddenly everybody in the 

bar and church rushes out into the and look up at the sky and seeing imminent 

disaster all the people from the church run into the bar and all the people from 

the bar run into the church. 

 

Could we great these people with joy?  I hope so.  I believe God does.  And 

we can be a part of that, or sit with Jonah and not discover God’s mercy or his 

sense of humor.  After all most scholars believe that Jonah was meant to be 

told as an extended joke about those that feared God’s mercy and held onto 

judgment and isolation.  And we sometimes need to recognize that this joke is 

on us, too!  We may not be called to go to a foreign land like Jonah was but 

sometimes our own backyards can be even more protected. 

 

 

 



As Jesus tells us the story of the workers in the field who are all paid the same 

wage, even though some only work a few hours, it is a reminder to the 

disciples that more people are coming and how Jesus expects the disciples 

and the church to orient themselves around those not there yet, but God 

knows that this is the challenge of churches today too. 

 

The text ends with “So the last shall be first and the first shall be last”.  This is the 

same theme I asked Kristin to preach on this week.  It is one that First is uniquely 

in a position to understand and live out through our name.  Can we be a 

church that welcomes the late comers and new comers and orients ourselves 

to them and celebrates with them their new and growing faith.  The churches 

that do, take God up on the Divine offer to join in the joy of mercy rather than 

the satisfaction of judgment.   

 

Paul says that to live is Christ and to die is gain.  We read that as a personal 

choice but it is also communal and a word for congregations.  Churches are 

afraid of death, afraid of closing and that fear can close them off to the 

people God may be inviting in.  Our church may be closed in some ways 

today, but the type of evangelism God points us to is not just about open 

church doors.  Open church doors don’t mean but if we don’t have open our 

hearts.  This time when our church building hasn’t been the center of our 

invitation is good training, like with Jonah and the disciples, to work through 

relationships in our community and the people God invites into our lives.   God 

continues to invite us into the party, celebrating the mercy we get to share! 

 

May the peace that passes all understanding keep your heart and mind in 

Christ Jesus our Lord. 

  


