
“Letting Go of Our Past” 

Jonah 3:1-10 

Today we are in the third week of a brief study on the book of Jonah in the Old Testament. Some 

have questioned its validity and whether or not it really happened, but I believe wholeheartedly 

that it did happen. Jesus Himself knew that it happened and even taught it to His followers. The 

message of the book of Jonah is powerful for all to hear and understand. Most people think they 

know what the book of Jonah is all about. Some will say that it’s about a great fish that swallowed 

Jonah. But there is much more to it than that. The great fish is only mentioned four times in the 

entire book. Some would say it’s about a great city called Nineveh. But there is much more to it 

than that. The great city is mentioned only nine times in the book. Some would say that the book 

is about a disobedient prophet. But again, there is much more to it than that. Though the book bears 

the prophet’s name, his name is only mentioned eighteen times. To the surprise of most, the truth 

is that the book of Jonah is all about God. God is mentioned in this short book thirty-eight times. 

If we eliminated God from the book of Jonah, the book wouldn’t make much sense at all. Charles 

Spurgeon said about Jonah, “The life of Jonah cannot be written without God; take God out of the 

prophet’s history, and there is no history to write.” Because God is full of grace and mercy and is 

patient towards His people, we learn much about God through its pages. All throughout the book 

we see God working and moving on behalf of mankind, even when we don’t realize it. In fact, 

Jonah 4:2b summarizes the truth about God well. Jonah said to God, “You are a gracious and 

compassionate God, slow to anger and abundant in lovingkindness, and one who relents 

concerning calamity.” What wonderful truths we discover about God in this verse. He is full of 

grace, compassion, patience, kindness, and forgiveness. This is Who He is, what He is like, and 

what He does. Interestingly, however, Jonah knew all these things in his head, but he still didn’t 

respond to God in an appropriate way. Unfortunately, from Jonah’s example we learn how not to 

respond to God’s leading in our lives. Jonah clearly heard the commands of God. God said, “Jonah, 

get up, go to Nineveh, and cry against it because its wickedness has come up before Me.” Jonah 

was brought to a crisis of belief, a moment of decision, where he must choose to obey God or reject 

God. There was no middle ground. Sadly, Jonah chose to rebel, go his own direction, and disobey 

God. There are many reasons that this was his choice, but all of it stemmed from one primary thing 

– Jonah refused to let go. There were things that God wanted to do in him, around him, through 

him, and for him that were greatly hindered because he simply refused to let go. So far, we have 

seen how Jonah refused to let go of his plans. Then we saw that he also had to learn the hard way 

to let go of his pride. Today we learn a third thing that Jonah had to let go of in order to serve the 

Lord – his past. To be clear it was his immediate past, it had just occurred, but nonetheless, now 

that his disobedience and downward spiral are behind him, it is now his past. Jonah was confronted 

once again with an opportunity to obey God, but in order to do so he had to let go of his past and 

move forward to what God was calling him to do.  

Show Text 

There is no way to sugarcoat what had happened in Jonah’s life. God had graciously and 

purposefully revealed His plan to Jonah and Jonah simply refused to obey God. The only way to 
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summarize Jonah’s action is to say that he blew the opportunity. Instead of immediately 

surrendering to God and obeying, he chose to go his own direction. He chose to reject God’s plan 

for his own. In doing so, Jonah immediately began to play the role of a fool. He convinced himself 

that he could actually run from the presence of God. He convinced himself that God wouldn’t see 

him and couldn’t find him. He convinced himself that nobody would ever know his sin, after all 

there was really no outward evidence of something wrong. Sin is that way in all of our lives. It lies 

to us, deceives us, and causes us to play the role of a fool. Jonah convinced himself he would be 

fine, but in reality his action to reject God’s plan led him on a downward spiral that went further 

and further until he hit rock-bottom. Fortunately for Jonah once he had hit rock-bottom in the belly 

of the whale, after three days he finally remembered the Lord and cried out to Him. He finally put 

his focus on the Lord, confessed his need for Him, and committed to live for Him. Once this 

happened, God intervened and commanded the fish to let Jonah out. This is where we pick up the 

text this morning. Jonah has been expelled from the belly of the whale. I’m sure the sight was 

hideous and the smell was awful, but Jonah was thankful to be alive. As we read verse 1, we get 

the impression that there was little or no rest between the end of chapter 2 and the beginning of 

chapter 3. Jonah is on dry land and suddenly God speaks again to him. I’m sure that the voice of 

the Lord was encouraging to Jonah. It suggested that God wasn’t finished with him. It suggested 

that God was still with him.  

Can you imagine being Jonah? Over the last week he has sinned against God, tried to cover his 

sin, experienced the consequences of his sin, has been thrown into the ocean and left for dead, and 

then was swallowed by a great fish. He has now been vomited up on dry land and has been given 

a task by God. How humbling! Please hear me this morning. It would have been very easy for 

Jonah to allow his past to hinder him from obeying God in this moment. It would have been very 

easy for him to feel inadequate, that God should call someone else, that he was unworthy of such 

a calling, etc. Jonah could have beaten himself up, wallowed in misery, and cowered in the guilt 

and shame of his actions. But, all of these things would have caused him to miss the opportunity 

that God had given in that specific moment.  

Have you ever been there? Have you ever blown it so bad that you think that God could never 

forgive you? Have you ever felt that you’ve fallen so far that God could never use you? I remind 

us all this morning that 1 John 1:9 is still completely true. It says, “If we confess our sins, He is 

faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from ALL unrighteousness.” We 

often hear that and want to add a “but” for our situation. However, God gives no asterisk here. 

When we repent of our sins, any and all of our sins, He forgives them all. Friend, if you have 

repented of your sin and are following Jesus, you can live in victory. You don’t have to live in 

bondage to your past. Paul said it well in Philippians 3:13b-14, “Forgetting what lies behind and 

reaching forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of 

God in Christ Jesus.” There are many things about Paul’s past that he had to let go of, but I’m sure 

at the top of that list were the sins of his past. It would’ve been easy for Paul to be distracted by 

the sins of his past. Before his conversion he was a cruel and brutal man that sought to destroy the 

name of Christ and persecute everyone who claimed to be a Christian. In fact, when Jesus got his 

attention on the road to Damascus, Paul had just gotten permission from the governor to go 

throughout all the land and seize the Christians to imprison them. When he met Christ and was 
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saved, Jesus completely changed him. He summed up his whole encounter in 1 Timothy 1:12-16. 

But, notice with Paul, the key to letting go of the past was found in forgetting the things that were 

behind and intentionally pressing on to the things that the Lord has in store for us. What Paul was 

preaching, we see illustrated in the life of Jonah. There are three exhortations we should heed as 

we seek to let go of the past.  

I. Remember God’s Pardon (vs. 1-2a) 

Because we know the story of Jonah and how it all ends, it is easy to overlook some of the specific 

details in the text. I think this first verse is a powerful reminder and picture of God’s grace. I can’t 

read this verse without remembering all that has happened to get to this point. If we were just 

opening our Bible to this random verse we would think, “Big deal, God spoke to His servant 

again.” But, when we know the context of what has happened and what is happening, it paints a 

powerful picture of the grace and mercy of God. Consider all that God had done to forgive Jonah.  

A. God Draws Us 

It is amazing that at every turn in the story of Jonah and despite his disobedience, we see 

God pursuing Jonah. God always pursues prodigals and seeks to draw them to Himself. 

We see this in how God pursued Moses even after he had killed a man. We see this in how 

God pursued David when David had hidden his sin and thought he had gotten away with 

it. Even in the New Testament, in Luke 15 Jesus gave us the parable of the shepherd who 

had 99 sheep safely in the fold, but one was missing. What did the shepherd do? He left 

the 99 to find the one lost sheep. What was the shepherd doing? He was pursuing the sheep. 

He was trying to bring it back to himself. With Jonah, God was faithful to do the same. 

Jonah recognized all along the way that the Lord was responsible for the storm, being 

thrown overboard, the fish – all of it. It was all part of God’s effort to pursue Jonah and 

draw him to a right relationship. 

When I see how God dealt with Jonah it gives me great hope. This should bring hope to all 

of us. Jonah certainly didn’t do what was right at first, but God was patient and persistent 

to draw him. Jonah might have initially given up on God’s plan, but God never gave up on 

him. At every turn He kept drawing Jonah back to Himself. It is important for us to 

remember that God is compassionate towards us and is greatly concerned for us as His 

children. Yes, Jonah had disobeyed God and, yes, God was displeased with Jonah, yet God 

never once deserted Jonah. He was patiently and persistently there pursuing Jonah and 

drawing him back. I’m sure there were times that Jonah wished God would quit pursuing. 

I’m sure that Jonah was uncomfortable and didn’t like all that God was doing to get his 

attention. However, because of His love for Jonah, God refused to abandon him and leave 

him alone. Because He loved Jonah He continued to draw Him, even through consequence 

and circumstance, to come back to Him.  

B. God Delivers Us 

David tells us a promise of God in how He deals with those who come broken before God. 

Psalm 51:16-17 says, “For You do not delight in sacrifice, otherwise I would give it; You 
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are not pleased with burnt offering. The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; A broken and 

a contrite heart, O God, You will not despise.” David also said in Psalm 34:15,17, “The 

eyes of the Lord are toward the righteous and His ears are open to their cry…The righteous 

cry, and the Lord hears and delivers them out of all their troubles.” God clearly delivered 

Jonah from his circumstance, but I wonder, “Why?” Why did God hear Jonah’s prayer? 

The basis for God’s deliverance with Jonah is what it still is today – repentance. In order 

to experience God’s mercy and forgiveness, Jonah first had to repent of his sins and turn 

to God. It took him a while to get there. He had hardened his heart, gone hundreds of miles 

in the opposite direction, and had quite an experience out at sea. But when he could sink 

no further he finally looked up to God, admitted his sin, and confessed his need for God. 

Jesus understood and taught the need for repentance. The very first message that He ever 

preached is recorded in Matthew 4:17, “From that time Jesus began to preach and say, 

‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.’ ” In Luke 13:3 He clarified, “Unless you 

repent, you will all likewise perish.” Jonah was in that situation. He would have likely died 

in the depths of the ocean had he not turned from his sins and turned to the Lord, but the 

very moment he admitted his sin and turned to the Lord, immediately God heard his cry. 

If we are going to let go of our past we must be reminded that we have been delivered by 

a righteous and holy God who is greater than any mess we have made. Because we have 

been delivered, we need not be and should not be in bondage to the same things of old. 

This is what Paul was teaching the Romans in Romans 6. Many were claiming that their 

sin wasn’t such a bad thing because it enabled more opportunities to experience God’s 

grace. God spoke through Paul and blasted the notion. Romans 6:1-2, “What shall we say 

then? Are we to continue in sin so that grace may increase? May it never be! How shall we 

who died to sin still live in it?” He continues in verses 4 & 6-7, “Therefore we have been 

buried with Him through baptism into death, so that as Christ was raised from the dead 

through the glory of the Father, so we too might walk in newness of life…knowing this, 

that our old self was crucified with Him, in order that our body of sin might be done away 

with, so that we would no longer be slaves to sin; for he who has died (to sin) is freed from 

sin.” He then brings it to a concluding thought in verses 12-14, “Therefore do not let sin 

reign in your mortal body so that you obey its lusts, and do not go on presenting the 

members of your body to sin as instruments of unrighteousness; but present yourselves to 

God as those alive from the dead, and your members as instruments of righteousness to 

God. For sin shall not be master over you, for you are not under law but under grace.” 

Brothers and sisters, if you have been delivered, let it be a powerful reminder of what God 

has done for you and continue to walk in the freedom that He has given.  

C. God Directs Us 

I wonder what it would have been like being in Jonah’s shoes in that moment. I’m sure he 

didn’t know what God was going to say or if He would say anything at all. If it would have 

been us we would’ve said, “Jonah I forgive you, but you are a traitor. You cheated me. You 

ignored what I told you to do. Yes, I forgive you, but I’ll not have much else to do with 

you. I certainly won’t trust you with an important mission." Perhaps we would look at 
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Jonah and expect that, as a consequence of his actions, God would no longer use him. But, 

that is not at all how God dealt with him. Jonah was a man, an imperfect man, a fallen man, 

a humbled man, but a man nonetheless. As long as he had life, God had a plan for his life. 

What was the plan? It was still the same. It’s as if God is saying, “Jonah, the detour that 

you took is now behind you. Let it go and focus on what I am calling you to do right now.” 

God still had a plan for the people of Nineveh, and He also still had a plan for Jonah. God 

showed him great grace by speaking to him and once again commissioning him to go to 

Nineveh and cry out against the sin of the city.  

Friend, I want to remind you that the Lord our God is the God of second chances. Jonah 

had failed, but once he repented he was delivered, and once he was delivered God could 

use him again. This isn’t a one-time case. All throughout the Bible we see numerous 

illustrations of God taking wayward repentant sinners and putting them on the right path 

for His glory and the good of others. For example, Abraham fled to Egypt, where he lied 

about his wife, but God delivered him from that situation, gave him another chance, and 

put him back on the right path to finding the place God wanted him to be. Jacob lied to his 

father Isaac, but God restored him, put him on the right path, and used him to build the 

nation of Israel. Moses even killed a man and fled from Egypt, but God drew him to back 

to Himself, called him to be a leader of the people, and led him on the right path step by 

step as he led the Israelites. David committed adultery and ultimately murder. But, God 

revealed his sin to the prophet Nathan, brought David to repentance, put David back on the 

right path, and even gave him the instructions for the temple to be built. Peter denied Jesus 

three times and ran away in shame and guilt. But, as soon as Jesus arose He called for Peter. 

Jesus forgive him, gave him peace, and put him on the right path to feed His sheep. Jonah 

had disobeyed God, but though repentance he was made right with God and was now 

directed to the right path where God wanted him to be.   

II. Resolve to Follow God’s Plan (vs. 2-4) 

Once again, Jonah is at a crisis of belief. He was already here recently when God called him, but 

the first time he did it all wrong. He hardened his heart and turned away from God. Now, God is 

giving him a second chance to do things right. God says once again, “Arise, go to Nineveh.” God’s 

plan required three things of Jonah that I believe are also true in each of our own lives.  

A. We Must be Deliberate in Our Action 

Jonah was facing a significant moment of decision. He couldn’t stay where he was and go 

with God. He has heard from God and now he has a decision to make. The first time Jonah 

got in trouble because he went the wrong direction. However, we should also recognize 

that not going at all would have also been a sin. We can’t sit stagnant when God calls 

and leads. We either move forward in obedience, stall in resistance, or reject in 

defiance, but there is only one response that is pleasing to the Lord. When God called 

Moses to lead the Israelites, his original response was to doubt God. In fact, Moses made 

excuse after excuse which led to great frustration and later provided a great stumbling block 

to him and ultimately to all the Israelites. It is easy for us to do the same when we don’t 
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understand what God is doing or even when we understand we just don’t like it. Jonah, 

now, was intentional and deliberate in his actions. He had gone the wrong way the first 

time. He wasn’t about to let that happen again. Because he was now at peace with God he 

quickly obeyed. He didn’t debate the command. He didn’t give any word of excuse. He 

made no objections to God’s plan. He took deliberate actions and obeyed the Lord. Notice, 

God didn’t change His command or make it easier for Jonah. God simply reiterated His 

Word and His plan and demanded that Jonah conform to it and obey it. This is true of every 

believer. Matthew Henry said it well, “The duty of all those to whom the word of the Lord 

comes is this; they must in all points conform themselves to it, and yield a cheerful faithful 

obedience to the orders God gives them.” It took a lot if pain and heartache to get Jonah to 

this point, but now he is there and when given the opportunity he immediately obeys the 

Lord. God desires the same of all His children.   

B. We Must be Devoted Wholeheartedly  

I say that we must be wholeheartedly devoted because, even in our willingness to do right, 

we are going to encounter some obstacles and challenges along the way. The simple truth 

is that the work of the Lord is work and when we are obeying His call we are going to face 

some hindrances along the way – some within ourselves, some among others around us. 

But, be sure, obstacles and hindrances will come.  

One obstacle was the city of Nineveh itself. We see, again, that God calls Nineveh “the 

great city.” Nineveh was a great city in history and influence. It was a large city. The 

circumference of the city was close to sixty miles, which is still large by today’s standards. 

The Bible tells us that it was a “three days’ walk”, which means that it took an average man 

three days to walk around the city. The entire city was surrounded by walls, one of which 

contained 1,500 towers. It was located near the Tigris River, which allowed merchants to 

bring great wealth into the city. Due to its wealth and power, it became the metropolis of 

the Assyrian Empire, which was the most powerful of its day. This is the city that God is 

calling Jonah to. Remember, Jonah was a small-town Hebrew boy from one of the smallest 

towns in northern Israel. The sheer size of Nineveh would have been challenging to Jonah, 

but he was devoted wholeheartedly and this wouldn’t slow him down.  

Another obstacle that Jonah had to overcome was the reputation of Nineveh. The reputation 

of the city would have caused Jonah much fear and concern. Nineveh was no “southern 

hospitality” town. Nineveh was the chief city of the Assyrian Empire. The Assyrians were 

well-known for their violence and cruelty. They showed no mercy to their enemies. I don’t 

want to be grotesque, but they were known for impaling live victims on poles. They 

beheaded people by the thousands. They didn’t care if they were dealing with men, women, 

or children they were brutal and cruel. Nahum 3:10 tells us they killed thousands of babies 

and children so that they wouldn’t have to care for them. Jonah knew all of this. He knew 

they were an evil people. He had heard the stories and had likely witnessed some of their 

cruelty and violence. This was clearly a hindrance. Jonah was completely aware that this 

mission could cost him his life.  
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There is much that Jonah had to overcome to fulfill God’s plan. Even his own comforts 

and conveniences had to be put aside. However far the journey was to Nineveh, he would 

have to go by foot. Some scholars believe that it would have taken him a month to walk to 

Nineveh. Would you be willing to make such a journey for the Lord? In following God’s 

plan we must be wholeheartedly devoted to God or else we are sure to give up along the 

way. 

C. We Must be Dependent Upon God 

It is obvious that Jonah couldn’t do this in his own strength. He didn’t have the knowledge, 

experience, expertise, or ability to do, in his own strength, what God had called him to do. 

Jonah was realizing that if he was going to be successful he must rely upon the Lord. God 

hadn’t even given him every detail of the mission or the message. God was bringing Jonah 

to the place where he would have to realize that he must depend moment by moment on 

God for the victory. This is true in our lives as well. We will not overcome our past, live 

in victory over sin, follow the Lord faithfully, or even be fruitful in life by depending on 

ourselves. The world says, “You can do it. You have the power within you to do whatever 

you want. If you dream it, you can accomplish it.” But God says, “You can only do it if 

you rely upon Me.” The strength for our victory, the ability for our success, the opportunity 

to have fruit in our life is not found in us but in the One who made us, Who loves us, Who 

invites us to a relationship with Him, and Who leads us every step of the way. We must 

learn like Jonah to be dependent on the Lord. He had to depend on the Lord for what to do, 

but he also had to depend on the Lord even for what to say. Remember, God said, “Proclaim 

to it (Nineveh) the proclamation which I AM GOING to tell you.” God didn’t give him a 

checklist with step-by-step instructions. God said, “Jonah stay close to Me. Rely on Me, 

and I will show you what to do and tell you what to say.”  

III. Rejoice in God’s Power (vs. 5-10) 

Jonah made his way to Nineveh. He finally arrives and begins to walk through the city. He has 

walked a day waiting for what God wanted to do. Finally, after Jonah had walked a good bit, at 

the direction of God, Jonah begins to speak to the people. He begins to proclaim God’s message. 

His message didn’t have an outline. The points didn’t start with the same letter. In fact, in Hebrew, 

the entire sermon was 5 words. In English, here is what he said, “In 40 days Nineveh will be 

overthrown.” Now, if I am the Ninevites, I am thinking, “Who does this guy think he is? He isn’t 

from here. He doesn’t know us. What gives him the right to come up in our city and speak judgment 

against us?” Jonah’s message may have been only five words, but they were from God and with 

them God stirred an entire city. Notice how God revealed His power by working in Nineveh. 

The People Believed. From the common worker in the field to the king on the throne, all quickly 

came to believe in God. We get the impression that they didn’t question or deny the message of 

God delivered by Jonah. What a mighty move of God! Jonah was a Jew taking this message to 

Gentiles. It didn’t seem likely that they would even receive him, much less a message about coming 

judgment. The Ninevites were the most powerful people in all of Assyria. They could’ve easily 

said, “Wait a second, we are the greatest people in the land. Nobody is going to overthrow us. 
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We’ll take care of them.” And, they could have started by killing Jonah. But, that isn’t at all what 

happened. Instead, they listened to his message, received his word, and believed in the God that 

sent Jonah to proclaim the message. Friends, never underestimate how God can work in you and 

through you if you just make yourself available.  

The People Fasted. Another evidence of God’s power is what happened next. Apparently word 

got to the king of what was happening in town. He heard about Jonah and the message of Jonah. I 

would assume that he would respond like the Jewish leaders in Jesus’ day who chanted, “Crucify 

Him.” Surely if this stranger is declaring judgment it would have been easy to judge him. Again, 

this was the most feared land and king of its day. But, we must remember God was working a 

miracle. There is no limit to what He can do. We simply must surrender and obey. What did the 

king do when he heard the message? Verse 6 tells us he responded personally by taking off his 

robe and putting on sackcloth and ashes. Though he was the king, he knew that he was guilty of 

things worthy of judgment. So, the king humbled himself, took off his robe (a sign of his position 

and authority), and called for a public response from all the people. He called for all the city to fast 

and abstain from food. His decree was so serious he called for both man and animals to fast, not 

even to have water, and to cover themselves in sackcloth as a sign of mourning. The whole scene 

would have been odd, but it shows us just how serious he was.  

The People Called on God. The king said specifically, “Let men call on God earnestly.” In other 

words, don’t just go through the motions. Call on God from a sincere heart of reverence. It is 

interesting to note that the king knew that his public message demanded a personal response. He 

couldn’t respond for everyone, but with his position and influence, he encouraged each person to 

respond earnestly from the heart.  

The People Turned from Their Ways. The final part of the king’s decree shows that he clearly 

understood what God was calling the people to do. He said that, “Each may turn from his wicked 

way and from the violence of his hands. Who knows, God may turn and relent and without His 

burning anger so that we will not perish.” They had no assurance that God would forgive and 

deliver them, but they did know this one thing – they could not keep living in their sin. What are 

they doing? They are repenting. And what have we learned about repentance? God forgives all our 

sins when we repent. Look closely at verse 10 and see how God responded. It should come as no 

surprise to see how God worked at Nineveh. He is a God of grace, compassion, and mercy. 2 Peter 

3:9 tells us clearly, “The Lord is not slow about His promise, as some count slowness, but is patient 

toward you, not wishing for any to perish but for all to come to repentance.”  

For some of us, that is exactly where we are today. Like the people of Nineveh we need to repent 

of our sin, turn to the Lord, and seek His grace and mercy. Others of us, though, are more like 

Jonah. We have repented of our sins. We have been forgiven and God is wanting do something 

further in us and through us, but we are still living in the guilt and shame of our past. God has 

already forgiven you. By holding on to the past, you will continue to be hindered from moving 

forward. Like Jonah, God is calling you to simply let it go and move forward in faith and 

obedience, trusting Him every step of the way. I encourage you today. God has released you from 

your past, it’s time for you to do the same! 


