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Change of Heart 
 
INTRO to SCRIPTURE 
 

The Junior Choir has been exploring the 
story of Jonah to share with us next week in 
their musical.  So, I thought we would 
engage the story today.  We generally know 
the story of Jonah as a whale of a tale:  the 
story of a man who ends up in the belly of 
whale, (or big fish as the text says).   
 
It all starts when the word of the Lord 
comes to Jonah.  Lucky guy; except he 
doesn’t think so.  Not liking God’s idea, 
Jonah decides to run away on a ship to 
Tarshish.  When a mighty storm rises up, 
Jonah convinces the sailors to throw him 
overboard to calm the storm.  Oh, no!  But, 
he’s swallowed by a big fish, where he stays 
for the proverbial three days and three 
nights.  When Jonah prays to God, 
expressing a change of mind, the fish, tired 
of the indigestion, throws up Jonah on the 
shore. 
 
So, what was so awful that God wanted 
Jonah to do?  God wanted Jonah to go to 
Nineveh and call the Ninevites to repent of 
their evil ways.  But Jonah wanted nothing 
to do with the Ninevites, whom he 
considered his enemies.  However, after the 
belly of the fish escapade, Jonah has a 
change of mind and goes to Nineveh. 
Guess what?  The Ninevites repent!  God is 
pleased.  Rejoicing all around!  Well, not 
exactly.  Jonah is angry.  He still hates the 
Ninevites.  He doesn’t want God to be 
merciful to them. This where we pick up the 
story. 

SERMON 
 
In this story, Jonah has a change of mind, 
but not a change of heart.   
 
God tells Jonah to go to Nineveh. 
Jonah says No. 
 
God tells Jonah again to go to Nineveh. 
Jonah says No. 
 
God asks Jonah what word he doesn’t 
understand.  Jonah runs away. 
 
Biblical stories make it seem so simple to 
understand what God wants.  I’ve rarely 
found that to be true.  But I do know what 
it’s like to have a sense of what God wants 
and yet respond, “I don’t think so,” and run 
in the other direction. 
 
Francis Thompson’s poem, The Hound of 
Heaven, begins with this image of running 
away from God.  
I fled Him, down the nights and down the 
days;  
I fled Him, down the arches of the years;  
I fled Him, down the labyrinthine ways  
    Of my own mind; and in the mist of tears  
I hid from Him… 
 
Sounds like Jonah.  However, as in the story 
of Jonah, the poem goes on to acknowledge 
that there is really no place to hide.  Like a 
hound from heaven, God does not give up 
on us.  Wherever we go, wherever we are, 
God and God’s grace will be there. 



 
In the midst of a horrendous storm on the 
ship to Tarshish, Jonah realizes he’s made a 
mess of things and tells the sailors to throw 
him overboard to calm the storm.  Notice 
he wants to make the sailors responsible for 
cleaning up his mess.  He could just jump 
overboard himself if he is sure that is the 
solution.   
 
Anyway, he ends up in the water and is 
swallowed by a big fish. 

• Day one– not so bad! 

• Day two – ugh! 

• Day three – All right, all right, all 
right, already, I’ll go to Nineveh! 

 
Jonah has a change of mind.  He goes to 
Nineveh; tells them that God is upset with 
their ways; and they repent.  That is not 
what Jonah expected.  It is not what Jonah 
wants. He knows the Ninevites are no good.  
How can God accept their repentance?  
From Jonah’s perspective things are going 
from bad to worse. 
 
 You’ve got to be kidding me! I knew God 
that you were slow to anger and abiding in 
steadfast love, but the Ninevites!  They are 
not worth it!  You can’t care for them! 
 
Jonah may have changed his mind, but he 
has not changed his heart. 
 
He goes to pout outside the city, waiting to 
see what will happen, hoping God will 
punish them afterall.  He makes a booth; 
because you can’t survive in the desert 
without shade.  Then God does another 
gracious thing, causing a bush to grow up to 
provide shade for Jonah.  This makes Jonah 
very happy.  But not for long. 
 

The next day a God-appointed-worm 
withers the bush.  The sultry east wind picks 
up and the sun relentlessly beats down on 
the head of Jonah.  He is faint to the point 
of death.  It is better for me to die than to 
live.  Jonah is right back to angry.   
 
God:  Really? You are this angry about the 
bush? 
 
Jonah:  Angry enough to die. 
 
God: You are this upset about a bush, which 
was a gift to you.  You didn’t plant it or 
make it grow. And it only lasted a day.  And 
yet you don’t want me to care about 
Nineveh, a great city, with many thousands 
of people and also many animals? 
 
And so the book of Jonah ends with a 
question -  a question posed by God to 
Jonah.  We are left wondering what 
happens with Jonah.  Will he have a change 
of heart?  Or will he wither and die, like the 
bush? The worm of anger is eating Jonah 
up. 
 
It’s often easier to do what we are told than 
to actually have a change of heart.  How 
many times over the ages have parents and 
children had a conversation that ends with, 
Ok, ok, I’ll do it, but I won’t like it.  Or even 
more anger Ok, ok, I’ll do it, but I hate you 
for making me do it.   
 
Changing our hearts is harder than changing 
our behavior.  Yet, the two are woven 
together.  We know the wisdom of fake it 
till you make it.  Indeed, sometimes the way 
we change our hearts is through changing 
our behavior – over and over again – until 
our hearts break open to the grace that was 
always there. 
 



In the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5), 
Jesus calls us to deeper spiritual 
transformation than just doing what we are 
told.  He calls us to a transformation of 
heart as well. 
 
You have heard it said, ‘You shall not 
murder.’  But I say to you anger in your 
heart is a great danger also. 
 
You have heard it said, ‘You shall not 
commit adultery.’ But I say to you lusting in 
your heart is a great danger. 
 
You have heard it said, ‘You shall love your 
neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say to 
you Love your enemies.  Have a change of 
heart about the well being of your enemies. 
 
This is the challenge before Jonah.  It is also 
the challenge before us.  So, I leave us each 
today with a question. 
 
For whom have you been unwilling to have 
a change of heart? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


