
16th SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST 

September 20, 2020 

 

Text:  Jonah 3:10-4:11  

Theme:  Righteous Indignation    

 

Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 

Christ – Amen  

 

It was just two Sundays ago that we studied the lesson from Ezekiel.  

Remember how the Lord told Ezekiel to blow the trumpet and sound 

the alarm in order to call the people to attention.  God was sending 

them a strong warning that their sinful behavior would lead to their 

death. God wanted them to know there was still time to choose life.   
 

On that same Sunday I mentioned that today we would hear the story 

of Jonah.  He too was called by God to sound the alarm (but this time) 

to the wicked people of Nineveh.  But Jonah was not as compliant as 

Ezekiel.  When given his assignment Jonah was not happy about it 

and ran as far away from God as humanly possible.  But God found 

him in the belly of a fish and rescued him.  Finally Jonah acquiesced 

and spoke to the people but with great reluctance.  So to add to his 

misery God saw that the people turned from their evil ways and did 

not enact his judgment upon them.  Jonah got angry and stomped off 

to sulk.  And twice God asked him the question for the day:  

Is it right for you to be angry?   
 

It was not the first time that God asked that question.  In Genesis 4 the 

Lord said to Cain – Why are you angry?  Why has your countenance 

fallen?  In other Biblical stories we find people like David being upset 

with the prophet Nathan.  Even Jesus showed anger when he saw 

some of the people defile the temple in Jerusalem.   
 

Anger is an odd topic for a sermon (especially coming from me) as it 

is not my favorite subject.  I do not avoid getting angry it just takes a 

lot for me to reach that point.  But in light of our readings and our 

current context please bear with me as we figure this out together.   
 

To start with anger is not always a sin.  There is a type of anger of 

which the Bible approves.  We call it righteous indignation.   

For example righteous indignation is when God gets angry at his 

people for their disobedience.  In the letter to the Ephesians we hear 

that it is acceptable for believers to be angry when we see injustices 

done to the most vulnerable.  In the Greek there are two different 

words that are translated as anger.  One means passion or energy and 

the other means agitated or boiling.  It is the first sense of the word 

that we want to work towards today.  It is the energy given to us by 

God that will help us solve our problems.   
 

Anger is another warning sign.  It is often referred to as a secondary 

emotion.  It does not just appear out of nowhere.  Something else 

triggers that emotion.  Cain was jealous and envious of his brother 

Abel and that set off his anger.  David was upset by the words of the 

prophet because they were accusatory.  And in our lesson Jonah 

thought he was right to be angry because God did not destroy an 

entire city whose brutality was renown.   
 

Here is the interesting twist in our narrative for today.  In the prayer 

offered by Jonah to God we hear the root of his anger.  He is clear 

what caused his deep reaction to this invitation to speak to the wicked 

people of Nineveh.  It had less to do with Nineveh and had every-

thing to do with God.  He knew from the stories that had been passed 

down to him that God was gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and 

abounding in steadfast love.  He knew that God would cave in and 

refuse to punish even the most grievous of sins if those awful people 

repented.  And Jonah did not like it one bit. 
 

Jonah said he fled when God called out to him because of God (and 

not because of Nineveh).  Jonah was afraid that God would be as God 

was described to him by his ancestors.  And in response God 

challenged Jonah with that burning question: Is it right for you to be 

angry?  We wait for some verbal response but instead we read that 

Jonah simply walked away. 
 

Since March our country has been dealing with three disasters super-

imposed on top of one another.  COVID-19 has caused a flurry of 

emotions as the number of lives lost continues to climb to almost 

200,000 people.  Apart from the cries of those who mourn we hear the 

cries of people who lost their businesses and jobs.  And then after the 

death of George Floyd our country erupted into the worst civil unrest 

in decades.  Our legacy of racism is still running high and so are the 



emotions of the people.  And then for the third disaster we watch the 

wildfires in California and several other states.  We watch as whole 

cities are destroyed and look like a war zone.  Questions arise as we 

try to figure out who to blame.  In light of all these disasters taking 

place at the same time (and converging at the same moment) people 

are on edge and tensions are high.  I wonder how we would respond if 

asked:  Is it right for us to be angry? 
 

We can see the question as a challenge (like it was for Jonah) or as a 

sincere effort by God to help us find constructive ways to deal with 

our situation.  Remember that anger in and of itself is not bad.  As 

followers of Jesus Christ it is appropriate to be upset over sin and evil.  

We should be incensed over what is happening in our world and in 

our nation.  But no matter how reprehensible the people or events are 

(that we are condemning) we are not justified to sin in our response.  

In Ephesians 4 we read the familiar verse: Be angry but do not sin.  

Do not let the sun go down on your anger, and do not make room for 

the devil. 
 

We most certainly must lead the charge against hatred and cruelty and 

oppression.  Ultimately our outrage needs to result in restoring people 

into loving and healing relationships.  Knowing the character of God 

as the One who is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and 

abounding in steadfast love indicates to us that we are to follow in the 

same manner.  So as a church we reaffirm our commitment to combat 

racism.  As a church we recognize our need to stand with those who 

are angry about losing their businesses and jobs.  And as for the 

wildfires as a church we pray long and hard and then we can make 

financial gifts to organizations like Lutheran Disaster Response who 

are able to be on the ground with the people. 
 

Anger that agitates does not help.  Anger that boils over does not help.  

Anger that swells from a God-given energy will bring solutions.    

Like Paul we need to place Christ at the center: at the center of our 

thinking, at the center of our ethical reflections, at the center of our 

lives, and even at the center of our suffering.  In all circumstances we 

are to live our lives in a manner worthy of the gospel of Jesus Christ.  

We are to stand side-by-side with those who are angry and hurting 

and move towards wholeness. 
 

I love the fact that God does not rebuke Jonah for his anger.  Instead 

God attempts to help Jonah see the people of Nineveh as God sees 

them.  Is it right for Jonah to be angry?  The story ends with this hard 

question unanswered.  We are left with Jonah still sulking, sitting 

outside the city, and waiting to see what will happen to a people he 

dislikes so much, and God loves so generously.   
 

Do we have a right to be angry?  The answer to that question lies in 

the One who is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding 

in steadfast love.  Amen   

 


