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Jonah 4:1-11

I. Introduction


Throughout this short book, Jonah has had his ups and downs.  It all began when Jonah was commanded by God to “Go to the great city of Nineveh and preach against it” (Jonah 1:2).  But, as you all know, he tried to run away from God instead.  Like the Prodigal Son in Luke 15:11-22, Jonah insisted on doing his own thing and going his own way.  But that didn’t work out very well.  There was a ginormous storm at sea which led to the sailors throwing Jonah overboard.  Jonah should have drowned, “but the Lord provided a great fish to swallow Jonah” (Jonah 1:17).  After 3 days and nights in the belly of the fish, Jonah prayed to God, “and the Lord commanded the fish and it vomited Jonah onto dry land” 
(Jonah 2:10).  
Once on shore, “the word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time.  ‘Go to the great city of Nineveh and proclaim to it the message I give you’” (Jonah 3:1-2).  This time Jonah yielded to God’s will and went to Nineveh and “proclaimed: ‘Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned’” (Jonah 3:4).  Much to Jonah’s disapproval, there was a great revival—perhaps the greatest of all time.  All the people from “the greatest to the least, put on sackcloth” (Jonah 3:5) and repented.  The last verse of Jonah 3 says, “When God saw what they did and how they turned from their evil ways, he had compassion and did not bring on them the destruction he had threatened” (Jonah 3:10).  
If the Book of Jonah had ended at this last verse of chapter 3, Jonah would have been considered one of the greatest prophets—from his preaching a great city, a city of hundreds of thousands, had a revival and was saved from destruction.  But rather than rejoicing over God’s compassion and the positive results of his preaching, Jonah, like the Prodigal’s Elder Brother, became critical, sullen, angry, and unhappy with what was going on—“But Jonah was greatly displeased and became angry.”  In today’s Scripture, God, in His compassion and mercy, reached out to His distressed prophet to bring him back to a place of joy and fellowship.
II. The Distressed Prophet

     A. Jonah’s Anger  The 1st verse of chapter 4 cannot over emphasize Jonah’s anger—“To Jonah, it was a disaster, a huge disaster and he became angry.”  Jonah was angry that the Lord God had had compassion on the evil Ninevites, repentance or not.  For Jonah, it was a disaster that they had averted disaster.  In chapter 1 he demonstrated that he would rather die in the sea than to see the Ninevites survive and now it had happened.  So, for a second time in this account, Jonah prayed.  But the two prayers were very different.  He prayed his best prayer in the worst place, the fish’s belly, and he prayed his worst prayer in the best place, at Nineveh where God was working.  His first prayer came from a broken heart, but his second prayer came from an angry heart.  In his first prayer, he asked God to save him, but in this second prayer, he asked God to take his life.  Once again, Jonah would rather die than not have his own way!

Jonah refused to accept that the evil Ninevites should be forgiven for all their past and even future evils.  He refused to accept Micah 7:18b which says of God that “You do not stay angry forever but delight to show mercy.”  Jonah explained his anger in Jonah 4:2, “O Lord, is this not what I said when I was still home?  That is why I was so quick to flee to Tarshish.  I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity.”   Knowing God, Jonah knew that if he proclaimed judgment on the Ninevites and they repented, God would forgive them and not send His judgment and then Jonah would be branded as a false prophet.  Remember, Jonah’s message announced doom, it didn’t offer any conditions for salvation.  
On top of that, when the Jews found out that Jonah had been the means of saving Nineveh, Israel’s archenemy, from God’s wrath, they would consider him a traitor to the Jewish nation.  Jonah saw Assyria only as a dangerous enemy to destroy, not as a company of repentant sinners to be brought to the Lord.  Unwilling to live with the knowledge of God’s mercy and forgiveness being extended to the Ninevites and concerned about his reputation and standing in other’s eyes, Jonah, in his anger and distress, like Elijah in 1 Kings 19:4, prayed, “Now, O Lord, take away my life, for it is better for me to die than to live.”  
God didn’t argue with Jonah.  He didn’t point out how He had had compassion on Jonah when He had been saved from drowning, nor how He had forgiven Jonah and released him from the fish when Jonah repented.  The Lord merely replied, “Have you any right to be angry?”  Having condemned God for not being angry, Jonah was challenged concerning his own anger.  God was asking Jonah to examine his heart and see why he really was angry.
     B. God Created an Object Lesson  Jonah’s response was to walk away from God and from Nineveh.  Jonah could have stayed and taught the Ninevites so much about the Lord, but he left to go pout.  Jonah didn’t trust or love the Ninevites.  He wanted to be alone so that he could sulk and wait for the destruction of that great city.  So, for a second time in this little book, Jonah left his place of ministry, once again the city, and sat down in a place east of the city where he could see what would happen.  It was here that God created an object lesson.

So, Jonah “made himself a shelter, sat in its shade and waited to see what would happen to the city.”  God knew that Jonah needed more shade than the shelter could provide, so, “the Lord God provided a vine and made it grow up over Jonah to give shade for his head to ease his discomfort.”  Just as He had created a great fish to save Jonah, God now created a vine or a gourd to give shade to Jonah.  “Jonah was very happy about the vine.”

But God wasn’t done creating or teaching, “at dawn the next day God provided a worm, which chewed the vine so that it withered.”  But God wasn’t done yet, He then “provided a scorching east wind, and the blazing sun on Jonah’s head.”  All these calamities led to making Jonah unhappy again.  The combination of the hot sun and the scorching desert wind made Jonah want to die even more.  As He had done in the belly of the fish, God was reminding Jonah of what it was like to be lost, helpless, hopeless, and miserable.


Turn to James 1:2-8.  Jonah was a double-minded man.  One minute he was preaching God’s Word and the next he was disobeying it and fleeing from his assigned task.  While inside the fish, he prayed to be delivered, but now he asked the Lord to kill him.  He called the city to repentance, but he wouldn’t repent himself.  Jonah was more concerned about creature comforts than he was about winning the lost to the Lord God.  The Ninevites, the vine, the worm, and the wind all obeyed God, but Jonah still refused to obey—and there was so much to gain.  But all Jonah wanted to do was to die, he said, “It would be better for me to die than to live.”
     C. God Taught Jonah a Lesson  Just as He had done earlier, God greeted Jonah’s death wish with a question—it’s basically the same question He asked earlier, “Do you have a right to be angry about the vine?”  
This time Jonah answered, “I do, I am angry enough to die.”  Jonah was saying that “The only thing that I had that was living and that I cared for was this little vine that grew up here and that You gave to me.  And now the worm has cut the vine down, and here I am all alone.”  Jonah couldn’t take it anymore.  God didn’t make sense.  His behavior was inconsistent.  One minute He says He will destroy and the next minute He saves.  First, He brings comfort and then He brings destruction.  Basically, Jonah still had a problem with God’s will.  But God was and is long suffering and slow to anger, so He didn’t give up on Jonah—just like He doesn’t give up on us.  Jonah still had to learn the lesson of God’s pity; that God has compassion for lost sinners even those like the Ninevites—Ezekiel 33:11 says, “’As surely as I live,’ declares the Sovereign LORD, ‘I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather that they turn from their ways and live.  Turn!  Turn from your evil ways!”  Similarly, God’s servants must also have compassion for others.
Jonah was the one who was inconsistent.  If Jonah could feel badly about something like “this vine, though you did not tend it or make it grow, which sprang up overnight and died overnight,” shouldn’t he have more concern, more pity, more compassion for lost, eternal souls like Nineveh which “has more than one hundred and twenty thousand people who cannot tell their right hand from their left?”  Most likely the people who could not “tell their right hand from their left” were immature little children (Deut. 1:39) and if there were 120,000 of them in Nineveh and its suburbs, the total population was not small.  These are the souls Jonah had labored to bring to repentance and now he waited for their destruction.  This was inconsistency.
To put it another way, God was saying, “If you feel compassionate about the destruction of a vine you did not create, shouldn’t I be concerned about the destruction of people and animals I did create?”  God invited Jonah to see the tender heart of a Creator, desperate to be reconciled to the creation He had tended and made grow.  He also invited Jonah to share in this mission of reconciliation of enemies and to share His logic and compassion.
The Book of Jonah is only one of two books in the Bible that ends with a question.  It’s interesting that in the Book of Jonah, God had the first word and the last word, but we aren’t told how Jonah answered the final question.  Did Jonah repent of his attitude about God’s grace?  Would Jonah have written this book which highlights his shortcomings, his sins, if he hadn’t repented?  Jonah used himself as an example for each person that reads his book so that he or she doesn’t commit the same sins he did.  He humbled himself before God and his readers so that they could learn from his experiences.  Since he wrote this book and since he was a prophet of God, I suspect that Jonah did learn and then returned to Nineveh to teach them about the “gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity.”
III. Conclusion


In 2 Peter 1:12, Peter wrote, “So I will always remind you of these things, even though you know them and are firmly established in the truth you now have.”  Although they may not be new, there are several things we can learn or be reminded of from this last chapter of Jonah.  First, God’s ways are not our ways.  In our humanity, we tend to try to bring God down to our level.  But as we are reminded in Isaiah 55:8-9, “’For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,’ declares the LORD.  ‘As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.’”  Jesus gave a parable with a similar thought—turn to Matthew 20:1-16.  Because God is smarter than we are and loves us with an amazing love, His plans may not be our plans, but we can  be sure His plans are the best in every situation.  This is why Proverbs 3:5 says, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding.”  

Second, it is all right to be angry with God and even complain to Him, but only if at the end you get rid of the anger and recognize that He is Lord and is free to do as He pleases.  Turn to 
Habakkuk 3:17-19.  We need to be able to ready to pray as Jesus did in the Garden just before He was arrested in Luke 22:42: “Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be done.”  Regardless of what comes our way Romans 8:28 reminds us that “we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.”  

Finally, God has compassion for all the lost.  2 Peter 3:9 says, “The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness.  Instead, he is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.”  John 3:16 starts out with the words: “For God so loved the world.”  In Galatians 5:14 we read, “For the entire law is fulfilled in keeping this one command: "Love your neighbor as yourself.”  We are to have the same compassion for the lost as our heavenly Father.  This is why Jesus gave the Great Commission—the Prime Directive for all Christians in Matthew 28:19-20, “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.”  This is not an option; this is a command from your Lord and Savior.

So how about you.  Do you trust God, even when the outcome doesn’t seem clear or isn’t going your way?  Do you have a close enough relationship with God that you share your complaints as well as your thanks?  Are you able to say, “Not my will but yours be done?”  Do you have a compassion for the lost?  How are you carrying out the Great Commission?
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