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One of the Bible stories often told to children is that of Jonah and the "whale". It is a very exciting story that shows how God still loves and forgives his people even when they disobey him and try to run from him! We read that God told one of his prophets, Jonah, to go to preach to the people of the Assyrian capital, Nineveh, who were very wicked and were enemies of Israel. But Jonah did not want to do so. We learn later that it was because the people of Nineveh were Gentiles and Jonah did not think that God should forgive them and save them. So instead, Jonah immediately got on a ship to go as far as possible in the opposite direction. But a great storm blew up almost destroying the ship and all on board. Jonah realized it was his fault for disobeying God, so finally persuaded the sailors to throw him overboard, ending the storm.

But God did not let Jonah drown - instead he sent a whale or a big fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah stayed alive inside the fish for 3 whole days! We can all picture that and imagine how awful it must have been inside the fish's stomach....the smell...the fear...the panic! Jonah cried out to God, begging for help and forgiveness, and he vowed to do what God wanted. God caused the fish to miraculously vomit Jonah onto dry land - and immediately Jonah hurried off to preach in Nineveh, which was a very large city. He obeyed God and preached throughout the city that God would destroy them all for their wickedness in 40 days if they did not repent. When the king heard it, he immediately repented and proclaimed that everyone in the land should fast and repent and cry out to God to be saved. When God saw this, He forgave them and did not destroy them after all (although some years later, after they returned to their evil ways, God allowed them to be destroyed by the Babylonians). 

But there is another curious part to this story. Jonah got upset because God did not destroy Nineveh, and he became very angry and had a real pity party! He went and sat down outside the city to see what would happen and even wished he could die!! But God made a vine grow up over where Jonah was to give him shade from the sun and help him feel better. This made Jonah happy - until the next day when God sent a worm to chew up the vine so that it died! The sun and hot wind scorched Jonah and he was so miserable he wanted to die again! God asked him if he had a right to be angry at the vine, and Jonah said that yes, he did. So God replied that if Jonah was so worried about the vine that he hadn't even planted or cared for, didn't God have a right to be concerned about the more than 120,000 people of Nineveh who did not know right from wrong? It is a good reminder that God loves everyone, even the wicked and those who we don't care about, and we should remember that God wants us to tell EVERYONE about His love and forgiveness! 
