
No Compassion 
Believers should celebrate God’s grace being extended to all people.  
Jonah 4:1-11 

FIRST THOUGHTS 
 
As believers in Christ, we realize we are sinners and have been saved by grace through faith. But let’s be honest. 
We can be prone to think that some people deserve heaven while others deserve hell. In truth, apart from the 
mercy and grace of God, all of us are deserving of God’s wrathful judgment. Therefore, as we celebrate God’s 

grace being extended to us, we also should celebrate God’s grace 
being extended to all people. 

UNDERSTANDING THE CONTEXT 

When the people of Nineveh heard Jonah’s message, they 
believed in God (3:5). When the king heard the message, he also 
believed. He commanded every person and animal to begin a 
fast and be covered with sackcloth as an expression of 
repentance before the Lord, hoping God would relent of the 

judgment He had declared to bring upon them through Jonah (3:7-9). Consistent with His character, when the 
Lord saw them repent and turn away from their sin, He relented of bringing the disaster He had declared 
through Jonah and refrained from doing it (3:10).  

Jonah had forgotten who he was. God had chosen him and His people Israel to be a blessing to the nations (Gen. 
12:1-3; 18:17-19). Like Jonah, the people of God were delighted to be the recipients of God’s kindness but did 
not want to see God show His kindness to others. The message of book of Jonah was a rebuke not only to the 
prophet but to all the people of God who forgot the reason God had chosen them to be His treasured people.  

CONTEMPT (JONAH 4:1-4) 

Apparently, forty days had passed since Jonah proclaimed to the people of Nineveh that God was going to 
destroy their city in forty days (3:4). When Jonah saw the city was still standing, he became furious. In Hebrew it 
literally reads, “it was evil to Jonah, a great evil.” One must not miss the play on words and the irony of it. The 
people of Nineveh turning from their evil ways (3:10) was “evil" to Jonah. While God turned away from His 
anger, the man of God became angry. How could God’s prophet react as he did? 

Whatever the reason for his anger, Jonah displayed a hatred for Nineveh in contrast to God’s compassion for the 
city. Tragically, the man of God did not share the heart of God for these people. Jonah felt constrained to obey 
God outwardly in the belly of the fish, but he continued to rebel against God in his heart.  

The people of Nineveh did not know the Lord, yet they placed their hope in Him (3:9). In contrast, the reason 
Jonah did not want to go to Nineveh was because of what he did know about the Lord. He knew that God would 
relent of destroying Nineveh if its people believed God and repented of their sin. Jonah knew the Lord is a 
gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger, abounding in faithful love, and one who relents from sending 
disaster. He knew this because God said these words to Moses at a time when Israel had fallen into idolatry and 
was in danger of God destroying them (Ex. 32:10; 34:6-7).  Jonah concluded his prayer by asking the Lord to take 
his life. He preferred dying to living in a world where God showed mercy to people like the Ninevites. This is not 
the first time Jonah demonstrated he would have rather died than go to Nineveh and witness God’s compassion 
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on them. When Jonah was on the boat headed to Tarshish, it was obvious to him that God had sent the storm 
and that his own disobedience to God had put everyone on the vessel in danger (1:12). Jonah’s gracious and 
compassionate God ignored his request to die. Instead, He responded to him with a probing question: Is it right 
for you to be angry?  

ANGER (JONAH 4:5-9) 

Just as Jonah fled when he did not like God’s initial call for him to go to Nineveh, Jonah left the city and found a 
place east of it to brood after God rebuked him with the challenging question at the end of verse 4.  It appears 
Jonah went to set up his shelter at a location where he could have a good view of the city, still hoping God 
would destroy it. While Jonah would have entered Nineveh from the west, his setting up his shelter to the east 
implies that perhaps Jonah was in no hurry to go home.   

Once again, God had compassion on His prophet. He appointed a plant to provide shade over Jonah and relieve 
him from the scorching sun. In Hebrew, the text literally reads “then Jonah rejoiced over the plant a great joy.” 
This reveals much about Jonah. He was enraged when God showed compassion on people Jonah hated, but he 
was delighted when God showed compassion on him. Jesus said there is great joy in heaven when sinners like 
the people of Nineveh repent (Luke 15:7,10). In contrast, Jonah was angry when the Ninevites repented. What 
brought Jonah great joy? His own comfort.  

Just as God had appointed a plant to grow for the sake of Jonah, God appointed a worm to attack the plant and 
cause it to wither. This too was for Jonah’s sake, as it would serve a significant role in God’s message to Jonah. 
This plant thrived for only one day, providing Jonah with refreshing relief from the heat. Then God moved 
quickly, using a worm of all things to teach Jonah an important lesson. In His sovereignty, God had the right to 
cause the plant to grow and to cause it to be destroyed. Only God has the authority to determine who or what 
will live and who or what will die. Jonah had no say in these matters and needed to be reminded of this truth.  

To increase Jonah’s difficulties, God appointed a scorching east wind to accompany the sun in bringing down 
more heat on Jonah. Here is yet another irony. In Jonah 4:1, the text reads that Jonah became angry. In Hebrew, 
it literally reads Jonah “became hot” or “burned.” The one who aimed his heat at God was now experiencing 
heat from God, and it became too much for Jonah. 

God then responded to Jonah with the same question He asked in verse 4, but in this instance he added about 
the plant. What right do we have to question the wisdom and sovereignty of God? What right do we have in 
expecting God to show us favor and not show favor to others? Jonah failed to recognize that the One he claimed 
to worship, “the Lord, the God of the heavens, who made the sea and the dry land” (1:9), has the right to rule 
over it all as He pleases because it all belongs to Him. What’s more, the Lord can be trusted to do so because He 
is altogether powerful, wise, and good. Jonah’s last words in the book reveal his stubborn arrogance, his 
defensive posture, and his refusal to repent of his sin. 

COMPASSION (JONAH 4:10-11) 

Ultimately, the last word rested with the Lord. God pointed out the absurdity of Jonah’s caring for a plant that 
he neither planted nor nurtured, yet taking issue with God for caring about the hundred twenty thousand 
people made in God’s image along with their large number of livestock in Nineveh. What’s more, unlike Jonah, 
the people of Nineveh were ignorant of the things of God. Jonah was much more culpable for his actions given 
his background as part of God’s covenant people and as a prophet of God. God’s final rhetorical question reveals 
His love for people of all nations.  



Next Week:  The Unfaithful Bride, Hosea 1:2-9; 3:1-5 


