
WALNUT HILL CHURCH 
RESOURCES FOR HOME WORSHIP AND STUDY 

SUNDAY, JANUARY 24, 2021 

In the pages that follow you will find four resources.  Please adapt and use them as 
might be helpful for you and/or your household… 
…the order of Morning Worship being used for our Facebook, 11am, service on 
Sunday, January 24. 
…a transcript of the sermon for Sunday, January 24, Jonah 
…Exploring a Short Story for individual/household reflection. 
…Ideas for Families including a children’s lesson on Sunday’s Old Testament 
reading. 

If you do not have a Bible handy, you can visit www.bible.oremus.org and search 
the lessons in question. 

!  

http://www.bible.oremus.org


MORNING PRAYER 
SUNDAY, JANUARY 24, 2021 

THE THIRD SUNDAY AFTER EPIPHANY 

GREETINGS AND WELCOME 

PRELUDE 

OPENING SENTENCES & PRAYER  (from Psalm 62) 

For God alone my soul waits in silence, 
for my hope comes from God. 
God is my rock and my salvation, 
my fortress; I shall not be shaken. 
All of my accomplishments are like a breath. 
Fame and fortune are like an illusion. 
We trust in you at all times, O Lord. We pour out our hearts before you. You are 
our refuge in the storm.  Once you have spoken.  Twice we have heard it.  Great 
power and steadfast love belong to you.  So it is in you that we trust. Amen. 

SONG 

SCRIPTURE - Jonah 3:1-5, 10 

The word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time, saying, ‘Get up, go to Nineveh, 
that great city, and proclaim to it the message that I tell you.’ So Jonah set out and 
went to Nineveh, according to the word of the Lord. Now Nineveh was an 
exceedingly large city, a three days’ walk across. Jonah began to go into the city, 
going a day’s walk. And he cried out, ‘Forty days more, and Nineveh shall be 
overthrown!’ And the people of Nineveh believed God; they proclaimed a fast, and 
everyone, great and small, put on sackcloth. 

When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil ways, God changed 
his mind about the calamity that he had said he would bring upon them; and he did 
not do it.  

HOMILY - JONAH 



SONG 

PRAYERS OF THE PEOPLE  
The Lord be with you,  
and also with you. 
Let us pray… 
Give us your peace, O God, that we may rejoice in your goodness to us and to all 
people, and be thankful for your love revealed in Jesus Christ.  Especially we thank 
you for 
 people who reveal your truth by their words and actions… 
 those who show hospitality to neighbors and strangers… 
 surprises that bless us in the midst of difficult times… 
 the unity of the church even when we fail to acknowledge it… 
 your mercy that breaks through every barrier we might build… 
Give us your peace, O God, that we may be confident in your love for us and for 
all people, even as we remember the needs of others and our own needs.  
Especially we pray for 
 loved ones and friends from whom we are separated… 
 neighbors in special need of food or shelter… 
 those whose lives have been damaged or disrupted by Covid-19, and those 
who care for them… 
 leaders in national, state and local government… 
 the church in its calling to declare your love for the Earth and all its 
creatures… 
All these and other prayers we offer in the spirit of Jesus who taught us to pray 
saying…Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.  Thy kingdom 
come; thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.  Give us this day our daily 
bread.  Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us.  
Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.  For thine is the kingdom, 
and the power, and the glory forever.  Amen. 

BENEDICTION 
May the blessing of God almighty, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, be and remain 
with us always.  Amen. 

POSTLUDE 



JONAH 
Jonah 3:1-5, 10 

January 24, 2021 
Michael L. Ward 

 Our Old Testament lesson this morning takes us into the midst of one of the 
most well-known Bible stories of all, the story of Jonah.  I say the story is well-
known, and it is, at least in the sense of Jonah’s sea odyssey and his sojourn in the 
belly of “the whale,” but for many people that is the extent of their knowledge of 
this story, which is too bad, because the whale, the great fish, while a hook to help 
us remember Jonah’s experience, was never intended to be the central character. 

 Permit me a few moments to review the story as whole. Jonah, we are told, 
was a prophet living in the relatively early and somewhat prosperous days of the 
so-called northern kingdom. He received a summons, a call by God, to deliver a 
message of judgment to the people of the great city of Nineveh. For reasons, at 
least initially, known only to Jonah, he fled from his call and his God, booking 
passage on the first ship headed to the uttermost parts of the known world. Shortly 
after its departure, the ship found itself in the midst of the perfect storm. All 
members of the crew prayed to their various gods while Jonah slept in the hold of 
the ship. By a process of lots, they determined that Jonah was responsible for their 
plight.  When confronted by the crew, Jonah offered himself to be thrown 
overboard to save them, which they reluctantly did, and the sea was immediately 
calm. Meanwhile, Jonah sank toward the depths of the sea and was swallowed by a 
great fish, not as judgment, but as rescue from a watery grave. Three days later, the 
fish, now returned to the spot from which Jonah departed, spit him up on the shore. 

 This is where we came in. God called a second time, and Jonah having 
learned something from his earlier experience, did as he was told. He proceeded to 
the great city, in perhaps not too happy a mood, and declared, “In forty days the 
city will be overthrown!” The Ninevites' reaction to Jonah’s message was beyond 
all expectation.  All the people, from the king to the common peasant, did 
everything within their power to demonstrate their repentance.  “Who knows,” they 
said, “maybe God will relent.” And God did. 

 Meanwhile, Jonah went up on a hill to see what would happen, and when the 
forty-day mark passed, and the city still stood, he reacted with indignation that his 
oracle had not come to pass. The Ninevites repentance and God’s repentance had 
made him look like a fool, at least that was Jonah’s assessment of it all. So Jonah 
sulked and steamed (figuratively and literally) over this professional calamity, of 



which God inquired.  As Jonah languished in the hot sun, God caused a shade plant 
to grow, which delighted the prophet, but then God caused a parasite to kill the 
plant, and when the sun beat down, Jonah raised his voice in complaint over the 
death of the plant, to which the Lord replied, “You are concerned about this plant, 
which grows and dies in a day, should I not be concerned about the great city of 
Nineveh and its thousands of people and animals.” And so the story ends… 

 In this marvelous story, Jonah reveals himself to be a complex and 
ambiguous fellow.  On the one hand, he is a prophet, and as a prophet he knows 
that his vocation is to speak the word of the Lord when and where it is needed; yet, 
when given his commission, Jonah sets himself as the arbiter of when and where 
he will speak.  On the one hand, Jonah espouses belief in a God of earth and sea; 
yet, he acts as though he believes that by sailing to Spain, or some other distant 
place, he can escape this God, only to discover that the whole earth is the Lord’s 
domain. On the one hand, Jonah can be selfless enough to sacrifice himself that the 
relative few crew members of the ship on which he is sailing might survive; yet, 
moments later as the story has it, he would rather see an entire city perish than 
have his reputation as a prophet tarnished.  On the one hand, he can pray to God 
for deliverance from a watery grave; yet, shortly thereafter he prays to die rather 
endure a hot summer sun.  Yes, Jonah is a study in contradiction, which in the style 
above, on the one hand endears him to us as a fallible, even curmudgeonly 
character, while at the same time being uncomfortably like us. 

 What we have observed of Jonah the character, we might also observe of 
Jonah the story, a story of contrasts if not outright contradictions.  It is on the one 
hand, a story about a prophet, among the last of a genre of stories that typically 
extolled the greatness of such characters; yet, in this story the typical hero becomes 
almost an anti-hero.  On the one hand, the story lifts up the mercy of the Lord, one 
of the essential characteristics of Israel’s God;  yet, the only ones in the story who 
celebrate God’s mercy are pagans, namely the sailors and the Ninevites. On the one 
hand, the story declares the need of a people to repent of their evil; yet, critical to 
the story’s outcome is a report that God repents of evil as well. 

 All of these contradictions and contrasts create a certain tension that we 
experience as we listen and play with the story.  I can only imagine how the story 
of Jonah would have been heard and experienced by its original audience for 
whom the prophets were revered for their holiness and dedication to God, for 
whom Nineveh conjured a particular time in their past when the Assyrians had 
treated their ancestors harshly, and who had only recently experienced destruction 
and exile at the hands, not of the Ninevites, but of other gentiles/pagans, leaving 



them to wrestle with questions of the extent and/or limits of God’s mercy to them 
and to other nations. 

 I wonder if the author of this story, unknown to us, might have been a 
prophet wrestling with his own internal ambivalence regarding the grace of God 
toward individuals and people who seemed in his eyes not to deserve it, or might 
the author have been a critic of the prophets of his day who perhaps had become 
narrow, including reforms at work among his people that were intended to purge 
them of any foreign influence.  Commentators and scholars are all over the board 
on these questions. I share them with you this morning to remind us that this story, 
a source of delight in childhood, can be a source of reflection for us as adults if we 
grant it the literary and theological credit that it deserves. 

 So, what does the story say about God?  There are a variety of lessons to be 
had including the universal reach of the Divine presence. There is nowhere outside 
of God’s sovereign love, whether that love be experienced as a comforting 
companion or a relentless pursuer.  “Where can I go from your spirit?  Or where 
can I flee from your presence?” So asks the psalmist (Ps 139).  Similarly, the 
extravagant reach of God’s mercy is a surprising if not scandalous in its application 
to people(s) that might not receive it were it ours to decide, prompting us to ask 
who are the Ninevites for us, that it amazes us, even offends us, to think that God’s 
mercy might extend to them, even as it might offend them to discover that God’s 
mercy extends to us. Jonah, the story, might well have been a source of reflection 
for the Rabbi Jesus as he came in contact with all kinds of persons judged by 
others as dwelling outside the love of God. 

 But beyond all of this, the story of Jonah and the frustrating experience of its 
primary character is a humbling lesson that, in the final analysis, God can neither 
be fully known, nor ultimately managed. In  a sense, Jonah knew something of 
God’s mercy. He expected the outcome of God’s mercy, so he fled rather than have 
his enemies enjoy that outcome, but he also had something to learn of God’s reach, 
God’s determination, that a reluctant prophet would deliver the divine message. In 
part thanks to Jonah, in part in spite of him, God’s merciful will was done.  “My 
thoughts are not your thoughts, my ways are not your ways…”, so another prophet 
would say. Inscrutable they are, unbounded.  “Who knows, God may relent and 
change his mind?” so said the king of Nineveh, and of all people, in the end it was 
this prediction that came true.   This is quite a God with whom, along with Jonah, 
we have to do. 

 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 



EXPLORING A SHORT STORY 
“Jonah, A Prophet Who Knew Too Much” 

As a piece of literature, the “Book of Jonah” is a short story, one of several in the 
Hebrew scriptures (e.g. Ruth, Esther).  Like any short story, it is best read in a 
sitting and thought about as whole.  With that in mind, you are invited to take some 
time and read the story, and then, using the notes below, reflect upon it and/or 
discuss it with someone.  Neither you, nor any possible discussion partner, need be 
a biblical scholar to gain from such an exploration, and even more, you might find 
yourself enjoying it. 

NOTES 

Literary Genre 
*didactic fiction (Margaret Ralph) 
*”a fictional tale...to express theological verities in artistic language”   
(Uriel Simon) 

Characteristics to Watch For 
*use of humor, irony, satire, parody 
*hero/anti-hero 
*surprise 
*open-ended 
*little or no connection to history 

Date of Authorship 
*6th - 4th century BCE 
*Israel's experience with (memory of) Assyria 

Outline (Simon) 
Part 1 (chapters 1 & 2) – The Flight and Its Failure 
 *the call and its violation 
 *the storm tossed ship 
 *the belly of the fish 
Part 2 (chapters 3 & 4) – Rebellion and Acquiescence 
 *the repeated call and its fulfillment 
 *in Nineveh – proclamation and repentance 
 *in Nineveh -  forgiveness and complaint 
 *east of Nineveh – acquiescence 



Possible Theological Themes 
*Universalism vs. Particularism: God's elect vs. the nations 
*Prophecy – Fulfillment of Judgments vs. Prevention of Judgments 
*Compassion: Justice vs. Mercy 

Regarding “the Whale” 
“No matter how deep it dove and no matter how dark the inside of its belly, no 
depth of darkness was enough to drown out the sound of Jonah's prayer, 'I am cast 
out from thy presence.  How shall I again look upon thy holy temple?' the 
intractable and waterlogged old man called out from sixty fathoms, and the Lord 
heard him, and answered him, and Jonah's relief at being delivered from the whale 
can hardly have been any greater than the whale's at being delivered from Jonah.”  
(Frederick Buechner) 

Questions for Reflection and Conversation 
*Identify some new observations and insights that occur to you from this reading 
and reflection on the story of Jonah? 

*What do you think is at the heart of Jonah's objection and complaint? 

*Do you hear in Jonah's story any pre-echoes of the story of Jesus? 

*Have there ever been times when you have tried to flee from God and/or felt cast 
out from God? 

*Are there any persons (individuals or groups) to whom you would prefer God not 
show mercy? 



IDEAS FOR FAMILIES 

Background: 
This Sunday’s focus, the story of Jonah, is a classic.  Many, if not most of us, have 
a basic knowledge of the story.  At least we know about “the whale.”  But there is 
much more here than meets the eye, particularly if we understand Jonah as a 
“story” about the challenge of accepting the truth that God can, and does, love our 
enemies as much as God loves us.  God’s love for all does not diminish God’s love 
for us; rather, it helps us to be more sure of God’s love for us, because if God loves 
everyone, then we too are certainly included. 

Text - Jonah 3:1-5, 10 
The word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time, saying, ‘Get up, go to Nineveh, 
that great city, and proclaim to it the message that I tell you.’ So Jonah set out and 
went to Nineveh, according to the word of the Lord. Now Nineveh was an 
exceedingly large city, a three days’ walk across. Jonah began to go into the city, 
going a day’s walk. And he cried out, ‘Forty days more, and Nineveh shall be 
overthrown!’ And the people of Nineveh believed God; they proclaimed a fast, and 
everyone, great and small, put on sackcloth. 

When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil ways, God changed 
his mind about the calamity that he had said he would bring upon them; and he did 
not do it.  

Introduction 
This week’s text finds us in the middle of Jonah’s story, after the great fish, as 
Jonah receives his second call to preach to the people of Nineveh.   Jonah believes 
in God’s love and mercy, but Jonah’s own mercy is limited.  After the divine mercy 
is demonstrated in the repentance and deliverance of the people of Nineveh, the 
story ends with Jonah still considering it, and we are left to wonder if he will come 
around to embrace the notion of God’s love for all people, even one’s enemies. 

Ideas for Younger Children 
The story is a fanciful one and children can certainly enjoy it at that level.  If the 
children focus in on the fish, you will want to remind them that fish was not 
intended as punishment for Jonah, but rather as deliverance.  The fish was God’s 
agent of saving Jonah from a watery grave, even as Jonah was God’s “reluctant” 
agent to deliver the Ninevites from themselves. 



Begin by telling the story of Jonah.  You will want to reflect on the story as a 
whole rather than just the particular lesson.  You might want to use the story sheets 
pasted below in telling the story. 

Ask questions like… 
 *I wonder how Jonah felt when God called him to go to Nineveh? 
 *What did Jonah discover when he tried to run away from God? 
 *How did God rescue Jonah from the storm? 
 *Was Jonah happy when the people of Nineveh changed their ways?  Do you 
think God was happy? 
 *Do you think God loves everyone, even persons we do not like, or who do 
not like us?  What does that tell us about God? 

Activities… 
 *Invite the children to draw a “comic strip” of the story. 
 *Invite the children to use the coloring/activity sheets pasted below. 

Close with prayer such as the one in story sheets. 

Ideas for Old Children/Youth 
Older children (certainly youth) can explore beyond the great fish to the deeper 
offerings of the story.  In fact, the fish could be a barrier for them in taking the 
story seriously, so you might need to spend some time helping them to understand 
“Jonah” as a short story or parable rather than a literal report of a man being 
swallowed by a fish.   

Begin by telling the story as the children/youth might remember it.  You might 
need to refresh their (and perhaps your own) memory. 

Ask questions like… 
 *Why would Jonah not want to go to Nineveh?  (Nineveh was the traditional 
capital of an empire that had defeated Israel in the past.) 
 *How could Jonah possibly think that he could escape from God?  (Back in 
those days, gods were often associated with particular places, and thus to leave a 
place was to leave that place’s god.) 
 *How might Jonah have felt when the Ninevites repented? 
 *Who might be the people (individuals or groups) that you find it hard to 
believe that God could love them as much as God loves you? 
 *What does this story tell us about God? 



Older youth (and you) might find this youtube video, “The Bible Project - Jonah”  
( https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dLIabZc0O4c ) enlightening, up to and 
including the closing question:  “Are you ok with God loving your enemies?” 

Close with a prayer celebrating God’s mercy not only for us, but for all people, 
including our enemies. 



Children’s Bible Lesson
January 24, 2021

The Story of Jonah



Once upon a time, there was a large city,
Nineveh.  Its people were doing all sorts of bad 

things to their neighbors and to others.
They needed to make a change in the way they 

were living.



So God ordered Jonah, a prophet, to go and 
bring God’s message to the Ninevites.



Jonah did not like the Ninevites. He did not 
want to them to know that God loved them,
so he tried to get away from God, on a boat.



A storm came up, and the boat was about to 
sink.  Everyone was scared.  Jonah said,

“This is my fault for trying to run away from 
God. Throw me overboard, and everyone will 

be safe.”  The sailors did not want to do this, but 
Jonah insisted.  So they did, and the storm 

ceased.



Meanwhile, Jonah was sinking in the water, and 
he would have drowned except that a big fish 

swallowed him.



Jonah was able to survive inside the fish until it 
spit him up on the beach



So God called Jonah again, and this time, 
though he still did not like the Ninevites,

he went told them about God’s love and mercy.



The people of Nineveh listened and changed 
their ways, so God showed mercy on them, and 

they all lived.



Everyone was happy, except for Jonah, who 
was angry that God could love people that he 

did not like.
God said to him,  “You should be happy that 
things turned out well for the Ninevites, for I 

love them, just as I love you.”



Remember, God loves us, and all people, even 
people that we might not know or like.

God wants the best for everyone, and hopefully 
we do too.



Let’s pray…
God you love all people, without exceptions,

and you want all people to be well and do well.
Help us to share the news of your love

with everyone we meet,
even those that we are not sure about.

When they discover your love,
they will be happy.

May we be happy as well.
Amen.



Jonah and the great fish!



Help Jonah find his way out of the great fish!


