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Jonah Chapter 4
Today we continue with our study of the book of Jonah.  
Last week we looked at chapter 3, which presents the story of Jonah’s ministry in Nineveh.  Chapter 3 begins with some of the most encouraging words in the scripture: “the word of the LORD came to Jonah a second time…”  By using almost exactly the same words and phrasing used in Chapter 1 verse 1 again in Chapter 3 verse 1, the writer emphasizes that Jonah is receiving a second chance—a new beginning.  
This time, what does God command Jonah to do?  2 "Go to the great city of Nineveh and proclaim to it the message I give you."  And what does Jonah do?   Verse 3 says, “Jonah obeyed the word of the LORD and went to Nineveh.”  Why does Jonah obey this time?  Take various answers.  He doesn’t want to see the inside of that fish again!  He’s been humbled.  His attitude about himself has changed—he no longer thinks he’s too good to go.  His attitude toward the Assyrians has changed—he no longer sees them as unworthy of hearing God’s word.  
When Jonah shows up at Nineveh, what does he say?  Verse 4 says, 
He proclaimed: "Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned."
Just 8 words—actually just 5 in the original Hebrew—proclaiming the destruction of the city of Nineveh.  My guess is that this sentence is the theme, the core message, of Jonah’s sermon, but not the sum and total of it.  I think at least that he also preached about The Lord, the sins of the Ninevites, and about repentance.  

So what happens as a result of Jonah’s preaching?  Verse 5 says, 
5 The Ninevites believed God. They declared a fast, and all of them, from the greatest to the least, put on sackcloth. 
According to verses 6 though 9, the reaction to Jonah’s preaching extended all the way to the palace.  Theses verses tell us that the king “rose from his throne, took off his royal robes, covered himself with sackcloth and sat down in the dust.”  He then commanded his people to fast, to wear sackcloth, to “call urgently on God,” and to “give up their evil ways and their violence.”  How many of the Ninevites participated in this outpouring of mourning and repentance?  All of them.  This is remarkable—an entire city—a huge city—turning away from sin and toward God.  This is clearly the greatest conversion ever   Not even the Apostle Paul—not even Jesus Christ—experienced a complete conversion like this.  

Why do the people do all of these things?  The King says it in verse 9:
9 Who knows? God may yet relent and with compassion turn from his fierce anger so that we will not perish." 
And what did God do?  Verse 10 says,
10 When God saw what they did and how they turned from their evil ways, he had compassion and did not bring upon them the destruction he had threatened.

What was it that caused God to relent from bringing judgment on Nineveh?  He saw their deeds.  Which deeds?  Fasting, sackcloth, crying out.  What else?  He saw that they turned from their wicked ways.  In other words?  He saw that their hearts had chanced.  He saw that they had sincerely repented.   Which of these is most important?  The repentance.  So why is the outward behavior mentioned?   The outward behavior is a sign of, a demonstration of, the inner change.   Ultimately, the inner change is what matters, but inner change will always be accompanied by a change in behavior as well.
And so the people repented and Nineveh was spared.  Jonah’s mission was a great success!  And so in Chapter 4 we expect to read that Jonah returned to Jerusalem, thanking the Lord for his grace and mercy, and that he and the Ninevites lived happily ever after.  Or maybe that he stayed in Nineveh, teaching and preaching to the Ninevites and leading them to deeper knowledge and understanding of The Lord.   But that’s not quite the way it occurs—instead, we get perhaps the most surprising last chapter of any book in the Bible.  Please read along with me as I read Chapter 4:

 1 But Jonah was greatly displeased and became angry. 2 He prayed to the LORD, "O LORD, is this not what I said when I was still at 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. 3 Now, O LORD, take away my life, for it is better for me to die than to live." 
 4 But the LORD replied, "Have you any right to be angry?"

 5 Jonah went out and sat down at a place east of the city. There he made himself a shelter, sat in its shade and waited to see what would happen to the city. 6 Then the LORD God provided a vine and made it grow up over Jonah to give shade for his head to ease his discomfort, and Jonah was very happy about the vine. 7 But at dawn the next day God provided a worm, which chewed the vine so that it withered. 8 When the sun rose, God provided a scorching east wind, and the sun blazed on Jonah's head so that he grew faint. He wanted to die, and said, "It would be better for me to die than to live." 
 9 But God said to Jonah, "Do you have a right to be angry about the vine?" 
      "I do," he said. "I am angry enough to die." 
 10 But the LORD said, "You have been concerned about this vine, though you did not tend it or make it grow. It sprang up overnight and died overnight. 11 But Nineveh has more than a hundred and twenty thousand people who cannot tell their right hand from their left, and many cattle as well. Should I not be concerned about that great city?"

Verse 1 says, “But Jonah was greatly displeased and became angry.”  Why is Jonah “greatly displeased?”  Take various answers.  He tells us in verse 2:  
He prayed to the LORD, "O LORD, is this not what I said when I was still at 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.
What did Jonah want to occur?  He wanted Nineveh to be destroyed.  Why do you think that’s what he wanted?  Take various answers.  For one thing, as we’ve been saying all along, Jonah really hates the Ninevites.  His hatred may have been based on nationalism, religious intolerance, or it may have been personal, but from the beginning of the story its been clear that Jonah does not like these people.  But could it be something else as well?  Jonah may have been concerned about his reputation as a prophet.  Having prophesied destruction, would people think he was a false prophet if God did not destroy Nineveh?  Or maybe, a prophet of Israel,  Jonah was afraid that he would be accused by his countrymen of aiding and abetting the enemy—of using his connection with God in a way beneficial to the enemies of Israel.  And how about this:  Do you think Jonah may think that God has been suckered—that he’s a bleeding heart?  That He never really intended to bring judgment on the city, but just talked a good fight.  Then, and the first sign of a little fasting and sackcloth, He wimps out.  
And so, for whatever reason, when God has compassion on Nineveh and relents from destroying it, Jonah is furious.   Who is Jonah angry at?  God.  And what is it about God that makes Jonah angry?  Jonah offers a list in verse 2:

· Gracious

· Compassionate

· slow to anger

· Abounding in love

· A God who holds back from judgment  

Do you notice the little irony in verse 1 and 2?  What happens to Jonah when he doesn’t get his way?  He becomes angry.  But what is one of the attribute of God Jonah lists in verse 2?  Slow to anger!  Isn’t it ironic that Jonah would quickly become angry at God for being slow to anger?

Jonah lists these things as accusations—I knew you were gracious, compassionate and so forth.  You know, it’s pretty hard to believe that anyone could be angry at God for being gracious, compassionate, patient, forbearing, and loving.  But Jonah is.  What attributes of God are more commonly sources of anger toward him?  Take various answers.  People might get angry at God for being righteous (and requiring righteousness of them as well), just (and enforcing justice against them), jealous (and not being willing to share his people with idols).  But what is it that really had made Jonah angry at God?  God didn’t do what Jonah wanted.  And what is it that still makes us angry at God today?  God doesn’t do what we want.  God, I asked you to protect me from harm, but you allowed someone to hurt me.  I asked you to keep me well, but you allowed me to get sick.  I asked you to prosper me, and you made me poor.  Jonah can jump right in with us:  God, I asked you to destroy those pagan Ninevites, and instead you forgave them!

Jonah says in verse 2, “I knew that you were…”  Jonah knew these things to be true about God from before the beginning of the story.  How does he know that?  Take various answers.  Perhaps from personal experience.  But more importantly from scripture.  Verse 2 is very similar to Exodus 34:6-7, which describes Mose’s experience with God on the top of Mt. Sinai, when God revealed himself to Moses.  In this verse, God himself declares many of these same things to be true of himself:
5 Then the LORD came down in the cloud and stood there with him and proclaimed his name, the LORD. 6 And he passed in front of Moses, proclaiming, "The LORD, the LORD, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, 7 maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin. 

It’s interesting:  Jonah’s mind knows the truth about God, and has from before the beginning of the book.  After his experience in the fish, his will is submitted to God and he does what he is commanded to do.  But even at this point in the story, Jonah’s heart is not right with God.  And, as we’ll see, God is not satisfied with 2 out of 3.

When we talked about Chapter 2, we said that Jonah was changed by his experiences with God’s grace—that he changed from someone who thought other people—bad people, pagans like the Ninevites—needed God’s grace, but that good people like him had no need for grace—they had earned salvation through their own righteousness.  As a result of what God had done for him, Jonah saw himself in a new way.  He understood that he is not a good person, and that he had a personal need for God’s grace.  But now there seems to be no sign of that.  Jonah just seems to have forgotten much of what he learned in the fish.  We’re back to the same old hard-hearted, judgmental Jonah we saw at the beginning of the book.  He seems to have forgotten how much mercy and grace God has shown him.  How can that be?  Does Jonah’s reaction make any sense to you?  Is it explainable?  Discuss.  Well, isn’t this just common to all of us?  As we sometimes say in here, don’t we all want grace for ourselves but justice for everyone else?  Aren’t we all a lot like the fellow Jesus talked about in the parable of the unmerciful steward—the man whose billion dollar dept was forgiven but who was unwilling to extend that same mercy and grace to the man who owed him $1000?  So to me this is just another way that Jonah is like me.  Like me, Jonah needs God’s grace everyday.  Like me, he forgets his own experiences—just how good God has been to him.  Like me, he is thankful for not having been judged but nonetheless quick to judge others.   
Jesus said, “he who has been forgiven little loves little.” (Luke 7)  Like Jonah, when we forget how much we’ve been forgiven—when we self-righteously forget just how great our sin is and how great God’s mercy toward us has been—we love little.  It is when we see our sin and God’s grace in full light that his love for us becomes the source of power for our own love for him and for others.   

Jonah’s heart is so hard, and his love is so cold, that he would rather die than live with a God would pardons pagan sinners like the Ninevites.  He says in verse 3, “Now, O LORD, take away my life, for it is better for me to die than to live.” 
At this point, what would you expect God to do with Jonah?  Give up on him?  Punish him?  Give him his wish and kill him?  I think I would have.  But instead what does God do? He asks Jonah a question:  

 4 But the LORD replied, "Have you any right to be angry?"

God could come crashing down on Jonah, but instead he just asks him a simple question:  do you have any right to be angry?  Does Jonah answer God?  No.  Why not?  Because he knows the right answer and doesn’t want to admit it.  What’s the answer?  No, I don’t have any right to be angry.  Why not?  Jonah is not God.  He is not in the position to judge them.  Why not?  What are some things Jonah lacks to be a suitable judge for the Ninevites?  He did not create them—they do not belong to him.  He does not really know their hearts.  He is not morally superior to them.  He does not know their future.  Jonah lacks the standing, the wisdom, and the righteousness that would enable him to judge the Ninevites, and so he is no position to be angry when God decides to let them off the hook.  

We read in verse 5 that
5 Jonah went out and sat down at a place east of the city. There he made himself a shelter, sat in its shade and waited to see what would happen to the city.
Evidently, Jonah found a place to the east of the city where he could look out over it, and he built himself a little lean-to there and sat down to wait.  What’s Jonah waiting for?  Take various answers.  He’s waiting for the 40 days to be over, hoping that God may yet keep his “promise” to destroy Nineveh.  Even though God has already decided not to bring calamity on the city Jonah is still hoping that he might.  

onah is acting like the older brother in the parable of the prodigal son.  Jesus tells us that when the prodigal son returned, and the father threw a banquet in celebration, “The older brother became angry and refused to go in.”  
What happens next?  Verse 6 through 8 says,

6 Then the LORD God provided a vine and made it grow up over Jonah to give shade for his head to ease his discomfort, and Jonah was very happy about the vine. 7 But at dawn the next day God provided a worm, which chewed the vine so that it withered. 8 When the sun rose, God provided a scorching east wind, and the sun blazed on Jonah's head so that he grew faint. He wanted to die, and said, "It would be better for me to die than to live." 
Once again, we see God intervening in nature to accomplish his purposes with Jonah.  Where else have we seen this?  In Chapter 1, God “sent a great wind” and “provided a great fish” to swallow Jonah.  Now, here in Chapter 4, God provides a vine, a worm, and a scorching east wind.  What are the purposes of these there things?  Why does God send them?  They are sent to teach Jonah a lesson.  
Verse 6 says that God provided a vine to grow up quickly and provide shade for Jonah.  Just when we’ve reached the limit of our patience with Jonah, God graciously and generously provides shade for him during his vigil.  What is Jonah’s reaction to the vine?  He’s “very happy” about it.  Why?  Why does the vine make Jonah happy?  It is beneficial to him—he’s hot and the vine provides shelter from the sun.  But Jonah only gets to enjoy the vine for one day.  At dawn the next day, God sends a worm that attacks the plant, causing it to wither and die.  And then he sends a wind—the second time in the book he’s done that—a “scorching wind—and allows the sun to blaze don on Jonah’s head. Summertime temperatures in modern day Mosul—the city just across the river from ancient Nineveh—can average as high as 48 degrees c, or over 100 degrees F.  So when the book says Jonah was hot, he was hot!

What is Jonah’s reaction to the death of his shade tree?  Once again, he is angry.  Verse 8 says that he “grew faint” and that “he wanted to die.”  
Jonah is really incredibly self-centered, isn’t he? Why does he like the vine?  He likes the vine because it is convenient and pleasant for him.  It benefits him.  Why is he unhappy when it is gone?  It inconveniences him.  Jonah is all about Jonah—yet another way he’s just like me.

Now God has Jonah where he wants him, and so in verse 9 God asks Jonah another question:

 9 But God said to Jonah, "Do you have a right to be angry about the vine?" 
This time, Jonah answers:


"I do," he said. "I am angry enough to die." 
But instead of letting Jonah’s answer go again, this time God pushes the point.  He says,
10 But the LORD said, "You have been concerned about this vine, though you did not tend it or make it grow. It sprang up overnight and died overnight.
What is God’s point?  Take various answers.  Jonah was fond of the vine because it shaded him, and he quickly grew very attached to it—so attached that he was angry to the point of death when it was taken away from him.  But really the vine was nothing to him.  He didn’t create it, he didn’t cause it to grow, and it only lasted a day.  And yet he loved that vine.  

God continues:

11 But Nineveh has more than a hundred and twenty thousand people who cannot tell their right hand from their left, and many cattle as well. Should I not be concerned about that great city?"

What is God’s point here?  Jonah, you loved the vine even though it was inconsequential.  How much more do you think I love Nineveh?  It is a “great” city, both large in size and significant in the world.  It is filled with people I have created, that I’ve know from before the beginning of time, and that I love.  If you loved that vine so intensely after just one day, imagine how much I love the city of Nineveh.

The reference to 120,000 who “cannot tell their right hand from their left” is almost certainly a reference to children who were too young—maybe just 3 or 4—to know which hand is which.   A city with 120,000 children under the age of 4 would have a total population of at least one million I would think, and possibly quite a bit more.  By describing the city in this way, I think God was trying to soften Jonah’s hard heart.  120,000 children.  If Jonah did not feel compassion toward the adults in Nineveh, at least God hopes he might feel compassion toward the infants.  Just how hard-hearted would you have to be to want to see your enemy’s children killed?

God also describes Nineveh as having “many cattle as well.”  Why do you think he says that? Take various answers.  I think god is making the point that even the cattle in Nineveh are more important to me—higher up in the order of creation—than that vine you love so much, Jonah.  Given how much you love that vine, Jonah, surely you will understand if I decide to spare the city just to spare the cattle?
God uses the contrast between Jonah’s relationship with the vine and God’s relationship with Nineveh to explain his concern for the city.  The plant was temporary, but the people are eternal; the plant was of little value, but people are of great value.  Jonah didn’t make the plant, but he loved it; God made the people of Nineveh and he loved them far more.  Given all of that, is there any wonder that God was “concerned about that great city?” 

Compare Jonah’s heart toward the Ninevites with God’s.  Jonah’s heart was not moved by either the need of the Ninevites (at the beginning of the story) or by their repentance (at the end).  From beginning to end, his only hope for he Ninevites is that God would destroy them.   God, on the other hand, was so moved by their sin that he was compelled to send his prophet to warn them, and was so moved by their repentance that he relented from bringing destruction on their city.

People will say that the God of the OT is a God of judgment and wrath.  But is that the picture of God we see in this story?  Sure, he sends the storm in order to halt Jonah’s escape, and he threatens to destroy Nineveh.  But what is his heart toward Jonah?  Tenderness.  Compassion.  Gentleness.  And what is his heart toward Nineveh?  The same.  Gentleness.  Compassion.  

Do you recall who has the first word in this story?  It was God:  “The word of the Lord cam to Jonah son of Ammitai: ‘Go…’”  Who has the last word?  God.  Jonah’s reaction, whatever it was, to God’s teaching is not recorded.  Or is it?  How is it that we have this story?  Jonah recorded it.  And who decided to include all of these embarrassing details about Jonah’s pettiness, hard-heartedness, and foolishness in the story?  Jonah did.  What causes a person to rat himself out like that?  What gives a person the confidence to admit to this kind of heartless, foolish sin? Take various answers.  Ultimately, God broke through with Jonah, and Jonah came to understand that he was saved by grace, not by works.  Once you get that, then confessing sin becomes natural—even easy.  Since you aren’t saved by being good, but by trusting God, there is no threat or danger in confessing your foolishness, heard-heartedness, and other sins.  And so the best evidence of Jonah’s changed heart is… the story we’ve just read.  The existence of the book of Jonah in all of its embarrassing detail is evidence that in the end Jonah became a man of grace.

And that’s the book of Jonah!  Next week, I’ll be out.  When I come back th following week, we’ll have a quiz, and then we’ll be on to the next topic (which I have not yet decided).

