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Scripture: Jonah 4:1-5

1 But it displeased Jonah exceedingly, and he became angry. 2 So he prayed to the Lorp, and
said, “Ah, LORD, was not this what I said when I was still in my country? Therefore I fled
previously to Tarshish; for I know that You are a gracious and merciful God, slow to anger
and abundant in lovingkindness, One who relents from doing harm. 3 Therefore now, O
Lorbp, please take my life from me, for it is better for me to die than to live!”

4 Then the Lorbp said, “Is it right for you to be angry?”

5 So Jonah went out of the city and sat on the east side of the city. There he made himself a
shelter and sat under it in the shade, till he might see what would become of the city.
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Review chapter 3

Last time we looked at Jonah chapter 3. The chapter began with Jonah on dry land again after being
vomited out by the great fish. His ordeal at sea and in the fishes belly was over but God was not
finished with him. God again came to him as He had in chapter one to tell him to go to Nineveh.
This time Jonah obeys God's call. As we will see however it wasn't with a truly willing and joyful
heart. He obeyed God's call but his heart was not aligned with God's purpose. When he arrived in
the great Assyrian city of Nineveh he preached the message that God had given him. The message
was that in forty days God would overthrow the city. Jonah took great pleasure in delivering this
message of imminent disaster. How wonderful that the enemies of his people would soon face God's
wrath. He told them only that they would be overthrown but not that if they repented and sought
God they might be saved.

As we said last time the Hebrew word for “overthrow” has several meanings. It could mean to
physically destroy, to be conquered militarily or to be changed or transformed.
It was the last meaning that would apply to Nineveh.

Through our mighty God's power this wicked and evil pagan nation would be transformed. They
would repent and turn away from their sinful ways and God would spare them. What a comforting
thought that should be for us. No matter how wicked and sinful we are when we genuinely confess
and repent of our sins God 1s always merciful and forgiving.

Immediately on hearing God's pronouncement from Jonah the people exchanged their clothes for
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sackcloth and began fasting. In the ancient world this signified their genuine repentance and that
they were begging God to be merciful. This attitude was reflected not just in the ordinary people but
even the nobility and the king himself willingly joined. The king passed a decree that the whole
nation must cry out for God's mercy.

The chapter ends with God seeing their genuine repentance. God of course can see not just our
external acts but also the heart attitude beneath. He saw that they truly were sorry for their evil past
and did desire to turn from it and reorient themselves in a good direction. He therefore relented and
determined not to overthrow them in forty days.
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Overview chapter 4
Chapter 4 covers the actions of Jonah and his conversations with God following God's decision not

to overthrow Nineveh.
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1 Jonah's anger and God's kindness and mercy
Today we bring our study of the book of Jonah to an end. It ends in an amazingly strange way. This
is how we might expect the book to end.

“After learning that God had relented and spared the people of Nineveh Jonah rejoiced and praised
God for His kindness and mercy.”

That of course is how we would expect a servant of God to react. It was not however how Jonah
responded. Jonah has hardly come across well in the previous three chapters. He is certainly not a
heroic biblical figure. He tried to run away from God. He prayed a prayer of thanksgiving but forgot
to confess his own sins. And he told the Ninevites they would be destroyed by God but neglected to
tell them about the availability of God's mercy. In chapter four however he reaches new lows. He
comes across as selfish, petty, temperamental, and foolish. What did Jonah do when he learned that
God was going to relent?

What Jonah did was very shocking and disrespectful to God. He became displeased and angry. The
original Hebrew says that Jonah found the situation to be evil. One translation of the original
Hebrew renders it as follows;

“Their salvation was evil to Jonah, a great evil, and it burned within him.”

Imagine that, Jonah whose very life had been spared by God's grace now thought God's act of grace
and mercy was evil or bad. This is one of the key points to understand in chapter four. It is just how
far Jonah's heart was away from God's. He was displeased and angry because he wanted God to
destroy them. God by contrast wanted them to repent and turn to Him.

Jonah then enters into a conversation with God. His prayerful exchange demonstrates the rich
relationship he enjoyed with God. It also teaches us that when we have issues it is best to take them
directly to God. However when we read Jonah's prayer in English we miss something obvious to the
original readers. To the original hearers the way Jonah addresses God would have been quite
shocking. It's the equivalent of a naughty child “talking back™ to a parent. Jonah was rude and
impudent.

He begins by explaining the reason for his anger. It is that he was afraid that the Ninevites would
repent and that God would have mercy upon them. His complaint really is that God is too good. He
quotes here from the book of Exodus (34:6-7) in almost a critical way. It is as if he is disproving of
God's good character. What Jonah wanted was God to judge and punish the enemies of Israel. He
considered it a disaster, and a weakness that God had not found them guilty and destroyed them.

His prayer concludes in an amazing way. The very fact that the Ninevites repented, and that God
had mercy upon them is unbearable for Jonah. It is so unbearable that he would rather die so that he
does not have to think about it any longer. This is the second time that Jonah has said he would
rather die than see God show His loving kindness to others. Let us see how God responds.

God asks Jonah a simple question, “Is it right for you to be angry?”
God really want to know if Jonah's anger results in any good. Jonah, being a man is limited in his

perspectives. God is suggesting that he may not be seeing the whole picture. How true that is. We as
limited creatures should be very wary of questioning the all powerful God of the universe. At times
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we may feel angry towards God. We may be angry that He has not answered a prayer in a particular
way. We may be angry that a loved one has suffered or died. We may angrily ask God why He did
not heal that sick person or us. At such times God may ask us the same question He asked Jonah.

Is it right for you to be angry?

The answer of course is always NO. This is because all God's ways are right and best. We may not
understand them fully but we have no right to be angry with God. Jonah does not answer the
question. He just walks out of the city.

He left Nineveh and found a place out on the hills on the east side of the city. Here he built a shelter
from which to watch and see what happened. He was hoping that the Ninevites would soon revert to
being evil and that God would destroy them. Or perhaps even more arrogantly that God would
listen to his words and change His mind. How would God respond?

God again demonstrated His grace by preparing a plant to grow and provide shade from the
blistering sun. Summer temperatures in the Mosul area today are commonly in the low 40's. It's a
very hot part of the world. Traditionally the plant has been understood to be a castor-oil plant. It is a
large, quick growing plant that can grow was large as 3.5 metres in height. It has broad leaves and
would have provided a nice bit of shade. For the first time in the book Jonah was actually happy!
He rejoiced greatly over the plant. In this we again get a glimpse of Jonah's heart. He was not happy
that thousands of people had been saved but he was happy over an inconsequential plant. His happy
state was not to last long.

During the night God prepared a worm which damaged the plant so that it withered.

When Jonah awoke his shade was gone. God provided a warm east wind and the hot sun beat down
upon him. Soon Jonah was hot and probably suffered from sunstroke. Interestingly the ancient
Hebrew word for "angry" (chdrah khaw-raw') is literally "to be hot." Jonah was angry (hot) with
God, and now God was going to let him feel some real heat. Soon Jonah again wishes he could die.
Without the shade of his plant life is unbearable. So God again asks Jonah another searching
question.

“Is it right for you to be angry about the plant?”
Jonah's response shows his selfish self-centred heart.
“It is right for me to be angry, even to death!”

This exchange would allow God to teach Jonah a valuable lesson. What was Jonah's justification for
being angry about the plant? He had not planted or tended to it. It had grown, lived and withered
without his input in any way. God's point is simple to understand. He is the provider and He is the
destroyer. This was something that Jonah could not understand. The issue really was that Jonah's
heart was far from God's.

Jonah really only cared about himself. He was concerned about his own feelings, his own comfort
and getting his own will accomplished. He had no pity or compassion for the people of Nineveh. He
simply could not see things from God's perspective. God of course loves His creation. He wants
those that He has lovingly created to turn to Him.

God's point should be obvious. If Jonah had just cause for being upset over the loss of a plant that
he had no investment in then surely God had the right to show concern for the Ninevites. After all,
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He was their Creator. He had invested time and effort in creating them and seeing them grow.
Nineveh was a big city we are told that there were more than 120,000 people who could not discern
the right hand from their left. There is some confusion over what is meant here. It could apply
simply to children who do not know right from left. It could however be referring to the entire
populace who are “clueless” or “lacking knowledge” about what to do. Whatever the case we are
talking about a large number of people and their animals who needed salvation. That was what
concerned God. Jonah by contrast was only interested in one small part of God's creation; his plant.

The book ends we might say rather abruptly. We do not know what Jonah did. Did he repent of his
anger and hard heart towards the Ninevites? Did he go and preach to them again? Jewish tradition
says that after God said the words of Jonah 4:11, Jonah then fell on his face and repeated the words
of Daniel 9:9

To the Lord our God belong mercy and forgiveness, though we have rebelled against Him.

I certainly hope that was the case. God most definitely got his attention and hopefully ours. The
great take away from Jonah is this. How aligned are our hearts with the heart of God. Are we
seeking to live with God's priorities as our own. Are we concerned with the same things that
concerns God. Or are we more like Jonah. Are we putting our own interests, desires and wishes
before God's. The closer we are to God the clearer His priorities become. He has greatly blessed us
not because we are good or worthy but because He is gracious and loving. His desire is that we
share that love with others.
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Things to think about
I hope you have enjoyed our brief study of Jonah. It's a short book but it packs a powerful punch.

There is much we can learn from studying it carefully. Let me wrap up our study of Jonah by
highlighting six lessons that we can learn.

1 God uses imperfect people to share his message.

Jonah was very far from being a hero. He was selfish, petty, temperamental and foolish. He was in
other words just like us. The lesson here is that God used him, and he can use us.

2 1t is stupid to try and flee or hide from God

Jonah thought he could escape from God. He soon learned that that is not possible. We too are
stupid if we think we can run from or hide from God.
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3 As long as we are alive, God is working to make use more like Jesus.

We are all works in progress. God had a lot of work to do on Jonah. We too are constantly being
worked on by God. It is a gradual life-long process in which we are being shaped to be more like
our Lord and savoir Jesus Christ. So don't despair that you fall short. Trust in God and allow Him to
change you.

4 God is a God of second chances. Change is always possible

Jonah was given a second chance to obey God. Our God is so loving and merciful. When we fall
into sin we must confess and repent and when we do we can know that God forgives us. We must
not despair that we find it difficult to break a sin habit or bad character trait. Through God's power
change is always possible.

5 Even after we are used by God, he still wants to grow our character.

We don't know what happened to Jonah at the end of the book. What we do know is that God is
invested in us as people. He is slowly transforming or changing us. Often it is only with hindsight
that we see how far we have come. Let us willingly submit to the subtle directions of the Holy
Spirit.

6 God wants our hearts to be aligned with His

Finally God want us to think and see things as He does. This is the most important take-away from
this study. Jonah was self-centered. His hard heart was far away from God and what God wanted.
God does not care about the material things of this world. Material things are here today and gone
tomorrow. God is concerned about eternal things. God cares about the souls of His creation. This
should be our concern too. Too often we care too much about things and not enough about people.
If we have lost our way and lost God's priorities in our life let us now seek to get them back. Let us
make God's priorities our priorities.
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