Fact and Fiction about Forgiveness #4

“The God of Second Chances”

Jonah 3:1

Do you have a favorite verse?


I remember when I was in grade school, my older brother Ed announced that he had found his favorite verse.  When he said, “Joshua 22:34,” we all looked puzzled, not knowing what the verse said or its significance. So he got a King James Version of the Bible and read, 

And the children of Reuben and the children of Gad called the altar Ed: for it shall be a witness between us that the Lord is God.


That will always be my most unforgettable “favorite verse”!


Personally, my favorite verse of the Bible has changed over the years, shaped by experiences and current concerns. As a high school senior, anxious to go to Bible college and enter the ministry, my verse was Romans 1:16, “I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes....” Later, as a church planter, I turned to Matthew 16:18, “...on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it.” In times of need, Philippians 4:19 was a favorite: “And my God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus.” In times of danger or uncertainty, I clung to Romans 8:31, “If God is for us, who can be against us?”

These verses may be familiar to many who know Scripture, and perhaps these favorite verses are shared by others who hold on to them dearly. But if I were asked right now for my favorite verse in the Bible, I would have to say Jonah 3:1.


Jonah 3:1?


This may not be a familiar verse to many, but it has wonderful significance for me. The verse says simply, “The word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time.” Those who read this passage often skip on to verse two to discover what the word of the Lord contained. But the beauty of this verse is found in the last three words: “a second time.” As we look at the story of Jonah, we will see how significant this phrase is, and discover that we serve the God of the second chance.

Jonah’s Rebellious Flight
Most people are familiar with Jonah and the episode with the whale (or great fish). Even those who may not be regular church attenders or Bible readers remember the tale. A story is told of a young girl who was sharing her faith out on a street corner one day. An older man—an intellectual and well-known atheist—decided to have a little fun at her expense. He walked up to her with the intention of embarrassing her. As she spoke, a little crowd began to gather. Finally, the man spoke up, his voice booming above the girl’s.

“Young lady, excuse me,” he said. “I have a question for you.” 

“Yes sir, what is it?” she asked turning to the man. 

“You say that you believe in the Bible,” he said. “Is that true?”

“Oh, yes sir, I believe in the Bible,” she said. “I believe it is the Word of God and every word of it is inspired.”

“Oh, is that so?” he responded. “Then I suppose you believe in all of the miracles of the Bible.”

“Absolutely,” she said, “I believe in every miracle in the Bible.”

“Then you must believe in the story of Jonah and the whale—that a man was actually swallowed by a whale and lived to tell about it? Do you believe that?”

“Yes sir, I do.”

“Is that so? Well, tell me then, how is it possible that a man could live inside of a whale for three days and three nights?”

“I don’t know, sir, but when I get to heaven I will ask Jonah.”

“Well,” the man said. “What if he’s not in heaven? What if he’s in hell?”

“Well,” she said, “then you can ask him.”


Yes, the story of Jonah and the fish is in the Bible, and yes, it is told as a factual account. While many people can identify the prophet and the fish, though, many do not know why Jonah ended up in that predicament.


The book of Jonah opens with these words: “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’” (Jonah 1:1-2). This idea of “the word of the Lord” coming to a person to deliver it to others is common in the Bible. We often equate the term “prophet” with a person who foretells the future, but the scriptural understanding of the word includes more than that. A prophet of God was anyone who delivered God’s words to others. A prophet, then, was simply God’s messenger or spokesman.


At any rate, Jonah decided against fulfilling this call from the Lord. Verse three states, “But Jonah ran away from the Lord and headed for Tarshish.” The only important thing to know about Tarshish was that it lay west of where Jonah had been called, where Nineveh was east. He was running the opposite direction!


“If God told me to do something, I sure wouldn’t run away from it!” we might boast. Don’t be so sure. We are all guilty of this same rebellion, whether or not it is as blatant as Jonah’s.


Isaiah 53:6 says, “We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way…” Paul quotes the Psalms in Romans 3:10-11, 

As it is written, “There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God. All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one.”


Later, in verse 23, he concludes, “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” There’s a word we hear bantered about a lot: “sin”. We might be tempted to think of sin as terrible crimes, such as murder, rape, or abusing children. We may look at ourselves and say, “I’ve never done anything really bad; I’m okay with God.” Not so! In God’s eyes, sin is anything we do in which we decide to do it our way instead of His.


While Jonah’s rebellious flight from God was quite literal, we are all guilty of rebelling against God and His Word, choosing to go our own way instead of His.

Jonah’s Repentant Faith


We probably know what happened next to Jonah. As he was sailing for Tarshish, the ship was rocked by a terrible storm. In an effort to please whatever gods were angry, the sailors wanted to throw someone overboard. Jonah told them that he was running away from God and offered himself to be tossed into the sea. This might seem on the surface to be a noble thing to do, but consider this: Jonah was in effect saying, “I’d rather die than do what God wants!”
 The sailors obliged and pitched him into the waves. Then the fish came and swallowed Jonah whole.

Christians and critics alike have doubted whether such a story could really happen. But in fact it has, and it has been documented. In 1891, the whaling ship The Star of the East was on a journey. In February of that year, the crew spotted a large sperm whale in the vicinity of the Falkland Islands. Two boats launched, and, in a short time, one of the harpooners was able to spear the whale but not before the second boat capsized. One man drowned, and another man named James Bartley was lost at sea and presumed dead.
The whale was killed and drawn to the side of the ship. As was the custom, they began to remove the blubber from the whale while still at sea. The next day, the crew got out their crane and hoisted up the stomach of the whale to the deck of the ship. When it was opened, much to the shock of all on board, Bartley was found unconscious—but alive. They revived him and he lived to tell the story. There were some permanent reminders of his brief sojourn into the whale’s stomach however. The gastric juices of the whale had bleached his skin pure white. All the hair of his body was gone, and his eyes were a light blue color. But he lived, just as Jonah did.


Perhaps the familiarity with the story keeps us from truly appreciating what Jonah experienced. He did not know that a great fish would swallow him; he expected to drown. Some experts have concluded that drowning is one of the worst ways to die. We do not know how long Jonah floundered in the water before the fish arrived. And think of the conditions inside the stomach of that fish. Talk about disgusting! As Boice notes, “In the water and then in the great fish, [Jonah] learned what hell was like.”


Some of us know all about this. Through a number of circumstances, at least some of which were our own making, we find ourselves in unimaginable situations. We may feel as Jonah did when he said, “my life was ebbing away” (Jonah 2:7). We may think that our life is over, that nothing good can ever come of the mess we have made. Chuck Swindoll writes, 

Crisis crushes. And in crushing, it often refines and purifies. You may be discouraged today because the crushing has not yet led to a surrender. I’ve stood beside too many of the dying, ministered to too many of the bro​ken and bruised to believe that crushing is an end in itself. Unfortunately, however, it usually takes the brutal blows of affliction to soften and pene​trate hard hearts. Even though such blows often seem unfair. Remember Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s admission: “It was only when I lay there on rotting prison straw that I sensed within myself the first stirring of good. Gradu​ally, it was disclosed to me that the line separating good and evil passes, not through states, nor between classes, nor between political parties either, but right through all human hearts. So, bless you, prison, for having been in my life.”


Jonah did not lay in the belly of the fish and feel sorry for himself, though. The entire second chapter of Jonah is a prayer from the rebellious prophet to God.


From inside the fish Jonah prayed to the Lord his God. He said: “In my distress I called to the Lord, and he answered me. From the depths of the grave I called for help, and you listened to my cry. You hurled me into the deep, into the very heart of the seas, and the currents swirled about me; all your waves and breakers swept over me. I said, ‘I have been banished from your sight; yet I will look again toward your holy temple.’ The engulfing waters threatened me, the deep surrounded me; seaweed was wrapped around my head. To the roots of the mountains I sank down; the earth beneath barred me in forever. But you brought my life up from the pit, O Lord my God. 


“When my life was ebbing away, I remembered you, Lord, and my prayer rose to you, to your holy temple.


“Those who cling to worthless idols forfeit the grace that could be theirs. But I, with a song of thanksgiving, will sacrifice to you. What I have vowed I will make good. Salvation comes from the Lord.” 

Jonah did not blame God for his situation, though he acknowledged that God was in control of everything that had happened. Jonah did not make excuses for his rebellious flight. He did not complain, “This isn’t fair!” Instead Jonah responded with repentant faith to God.


“Repentance” is a word we don’t use much anymore. We sometimes hear of a convicted criminal who “shows no remorse” for his actions. Repentance goes beyond remorse, though. Remorse means to feel sorry for what we have done, and certainly that is important when we have done wrong. But remorse by itself can quickly become self-pity. Repentance, though, acts upon the feeling of remorse. In repentance we acknowledge that we have done wrong or rebelled against God, and that we want to turn and do what is right.


Notice the promise Jonah makes in verse 9: “What I have vowed I will make good.” This may seem to be one of those “foxhole prayers”—the ones that begin, “if you get me out of this, Lord, I promise I’ll…” Too often those promises are forgotten as soon as the difficulty has past. We are not told exactly what Jonah had vowed, but very likely he promised to fulfill his original commission to go to Nineveh. Chapter 3 records that Jonah did indeed make good on that vow.


Repentance was the key to turn Jonah’s life around. He was headed the wrong direction, made his life a total disaster, and was seemingly staring into Hell itself. But he turned back to God and his life was put back on the right track. Jonah 2:10 says, “And the Lord commanded the fish, and it vomited Jonah onto dry ground.” In the words of Psalm 40:2, “He lifted me out of the slimy pit, out of the mud and mire; he set my feet on a rock and gave me a firm place to stand.” 

Repentance is still the key today to turn lives around. The first message Jesus Christ proclaimed in His earthly ministry was very simple: “The time has come. The kingdom of God has come. Repent and believe the good news!” (Mark 1:15). Those words ring throughout time to our own situations, wherever we may be.

Jonah’s Renewed Favor


In this context we read Jonah 3:1, “Then the word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time.” God was not finished with his prophet; Jonah enjoyed a renewed favor with God. 

The Lord did not write off Jonah and move on to someone else. In fact, God may have known that Jonah’s unique experience would be effective in the city of Nineveh. The people of Nineveh worshiped a god called Dagon, which was a fish-god. Now here comes a man who had been swallowed by a great fish and survived! “It is easy to see how a population that worshiped a fish-god may have received him readily as a divine messenger and have remembered and preserved the tale long afterward.”
 Jonah’s own experience was to be used by God to reach others.


Perhaps you find yourself in a tough situation. Maybe it’s not as dramatic as being swallowed by a whale, but it is very real. Charles Stanley writes, 

If you are facing adversity in your life, God may be trying to get your attention. He may be trying to draw your attention to a specific sin. He may be in the process of steering your affections away from the things of the world. God may know that you are on the verge of making a major mistake in your life; perhaps He wants to intensify His relationship with you during this time of decision making. Whatever your circumstances may be, rest assured that God does not do things without a purpose. If He has allowed adversity to enter your world. He has something exciting in store for you!


Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 5:17, “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!” How can this be? Verse 21 explains: “God made him [Jesus] who knew no sin to become sin for us, that we might become the righteousness of God.” Jesus took our place when He died on the cross, taking on Himself the punishment our sins deserved. Because He died, we do not have to die eternally.


“But you don’t know what I’ve done!” you might object. “Jonah’s rebellion was small compared to mine!” Perhaps. But consider some of the men in the Bible God did forgive and use in His work: Moses, who was a murderer; David, who was an adulterer and then murdered a man to cover it up; Manasseh, a king of Judah who even sacrificed his own son to an idol and killed countless people in his kingdom; Peter, who publicly denied even knowing Jesus of Nazareth; and Paul, who wrote the words I just read, was a killer of Christians before Jesus got a hold of his life and turned him around.


We are no better. Some of us have suffered the consequences of rebellion against God. We have lost material possessions, homes, or families. We have spent time in jail or prison for breaking the law. How can God use someone like that?


The answer is grace. The word “grace” means, “to give something that is undeserved.” We do not deserve the goodness of God, just as Jonah did not deserve to be saved from the sea, let alone recommissioned to speak for God. But God in His love has made available a second chance for all of us through Jesus Christ.


That is why Jonah 3:1 is my favorite verse. It tells me that anyone can have a second chance if they turn their lives back to God. It tells me that I serve the God of second chances, and I know that I am in need of that. “The victorious Christian life, “ said George H. Morrison, “is a series of new beginnings.” When we fall, the enemy wants us to believe that our ministry is ended and there’s no hope for recovery, but our God is the God of the second chance.


Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 5:20, “We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God!”

Turn your life around today, and turn it toward God. He will give you a second chance.
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