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Of God & Prophets 

What would happen in the church if God moved in a mighty 

way? Some would rejoice… and some would leave! We are 

mistaken if we believe that all of God's people will celebrate the 

moving of God. 

For that matter, we might hear some of the following: 

Complaints about the influx or type of people coming into the 

church. Accusations of a lack of authenticity. Concerns about 

changes that might affect personal comfort levels. Divisions 

between the old and new members. And so many more 

possibilities. 

Most of those statements are revelations: they reveal the true 

heart of the person speaking. Jonah 4 pictures that reality. As 

we read this chapter, we can't help but notice the interplay 

between God and this heartless prophet. Please open your 

Bibles to Jonah, the last verse of chapter 3. We’ll begin by 

reading through chapter 4, verse 5.  

10 
When God saw what they did, how they turned from their 

evil ways, God changed his mind about the calamity that he 

had said he would bring upon them; and he did not do it. 

4 But this was very displeasing to Jonah, and he became 

angry. 
2 
He prayed to the LORD and said, “O LORD! Is not 

this what I said while I was still in my own country? That is 

why I fled to Tarshish at the beginning; for I knew that you 

are a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger, and 

abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent from 
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punishing. 
3 
And now, O LORD, please take my life from me, 

for it is better for me to die than to live.” 
4 
And the LORD said, 

“Is it right for you to be angry?” 
5 
Then Jonah went out of the 

city and sat down east of the city, and made a booth for 

himself there. He sat under it in the shade, waiting to see 

what would become of the city. 

The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. 

Prayer of Illumination (by the way, keep your Bibles open; 

we’re going to look at the whole chapter today.) 

Like any good Presbyterian sermon, we’re going to look at 3 

main points this morning. However, you may have noticed in 

last week’s message that I tend to have sub-points. Yup; I did 

that again today. Where last week’s sermon – Of Prophets & 

People – looked at Jonah and his prejudice toward the people 

to whom God was sending him, this week we look at the 

actions, discussion, and differences between God and Jonah 

as they view the fate of Nineveh. 

The first point I’d like to consider is that of Jonah's objection: 

The complaint of God's mercy often reveals a rebellious heart. 

Jonah calls this conversation a "prayer," and it was in the 

sense that he was speaking to God. But this was more of a 

complaint than a communion of spirits. He had an attitude – he 

was angry. I mean, we can admire one aspect of this "prayer:" 

at least Jonah was being honest. By speaking honestly, he 

opens a window into his heart. Amazingly, inside this prophet 

of God we see a black poison that tainted his perspective on 
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this mighty work of God at Nineveh. I see several aspects of 

this angry tirade against his Master that might explain why he 

was mad. 

It started with Jonah’s own declaration: the words "I said" in 

verse 2. He references his attempt to correct God of the 

mission placed before him and his critique of the Assyrians, but 

the Lord didn't listen. We recall that Jonah had lectured God 

when the Lord initially called him to go to preach in Nineveh. 

Jonah informed God of these two facts: Nineveh deserved 

judgment, and he was the wrong man for the job. Jonah 

wanted God to conform to his wishes, not the other way ‘round. 

Why is it that we – like Jonah – believe that we can convince 

God that He doesn't know what He is doing in either His 

treatment of others or His calling of us?  

Well, it leads us to the next response Jonah had in his anger: 

"I fled.” When God refused Jonah's request, the prophet took 

matters into his own hands. Jonah decided to thwart God's 

plan by refusing to participate. His confession clearly revealed 

his thoughts about the whole situation. He ran from God 

because he did not want the Assyrians to even have a chance 

to repent. We can see this today in our own churches. We 

know that God has commanded us to reach out to all people, 

yet we only want to reach those like us – racially or socially. 

Oh, we have our reasons, and they are quite practical; maybe 

in consideration of others or our protection of ourselves and 

our way of living. So we simply don't even try to reach others. 

We ignore our calling and disobey our God. It was one of the 
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indicators we looked at last week that we need to return to 

God. And Jonah stands tall as a living, historical example. 

Next we see Jonah had an understanding of the way God 

works. "I knew,” he continued in verse 2. Jonah was mad 

because he knew God was always good. Have you ever 

become angry in your spirit because God blessed someone 

else? Ever found yourself frustrated because someone most of 

us would consider “bad” had things going better that you? I 

know that I’ve been there. In fairness to Jonah, he did grasp 

the greatness of God's love for a sinning world, at least 

intellectually and in word, if not deed. He knew that God is 

"merciful" to the guilty. He knew that God is "compassionate" 

on weak humanity. He knew that God is "slow to become 

angry" even in the face of grievous sins. He knew that God is 

"rich in faithful love" on those that are unlovely. He knew that 

God is willing to "relent from sending" judgment on those that 

repent. The fact of the matter was this: Jonah was mad 

because he could not change God's attitude toward sinners. 

Jonah hated the Assyrian sinners, while God loved the 

Assyrian sinners. The prophet refused to see them as God saw 

them – candidates for grace. 

Jonah’s response is so dramatic that he takes it to the 

extreme in his conversation with God: "Take my life." Jonah 

valued his own reputation more than God's. It may be that the 

prophet petitioned God to take his life because he felt he lost 

his credibility with the Jews by preaching to their enemy. To 

Jonah, his reputation was more important than compassion on 
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those that are perishing in their sin. Someone might argue 

here, "But eventually Jonah did do as God asked him." Yes, he 

repented and submitted to God while inside the digestive tract 

of a fish. However, pride and prejudice are like all sins of the 

flesh; when we return to them they become inflamed again, 

gaining power and influence in our lives. In less than 40 days 

Jonah was back to his old self. He was outwardly obedient 

while continuing to harbor inward rebellion. We, too, must 

guard against returning to the pig pen of our past sins, lest we 

find ourselves mired again in the mud. In Jonah's case, his 

complaint against God's goodness reveals his misplaced, 

ungodly, and deep-seated values. 

Now we move on to the second main point for today as we 

consider verses 6-9: God’s object lessons often reveal a 

divided heart. 

6 
The LORD God appointed a bush,

[a]
 and made it come up 

over Jonah, to give shade over his head, to save him from 
his discomfort; so Jonah was very happy about the 
bush. 

7 
But when dawn came up the next day, God 

appointed a worm that attacked the bush, so that it 
withered. 

8 
When the sun rose, God prepared a sultry east 

wind, and the sun beat down on the head of Jonah so that 
he was faint and asked that he might die. He said, “It is 
better for me to die than to live.” 

9 
But God said to Jonah, “Is 

it right for you to be angry about the bush?” And he said, 
“Yes, angry enough to die.” 

Pastor Jerry Gifford asks, “Have you ever met a truly 

hardened criminal? One where we hear of their brutal activities 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Jonah%204&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-22575a
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and conclude that they are a cold-hearted monster? But then 

the person's mother or neighbor testifies that this criminal was 

such a good father or gentle person. How can a person 

demonstrate such radical personalities? It is a divided heart. In 

August of 2007, a mass murderer was apprehended for his 

crimes. The person most deceived was his wife. She had no 

idea that her gentle husband had brutally murdered a number 

of women.” 

While he was not an axe-murderer, Jonah also had a divided 

heart. On the one hand, he was God's spokesman for a 

number of people. But on the other hand, he was full of hatred 

and contempt. And God knew it. So God used a plant to show 

Jonah his heart. As we read of this bush – sometimes called a 

vine, tree, or weed – we are reminded again of God's 

sovereign rule over nature. Notice the word "appointed." And 

remember back in chapter one God appointed the wind and 

waves to shake Jonah and God appointed a great fish to carry 

Jonah.  

Now consider several aspects of today’s story: The wait: Jonah 

hopes God will change His mind in verse 5. The 40 days of 

which he had spoken had probably not yet expired. He was 

waiting to see if God was going to judge them despite their 

repentance. The bush: God used a plant to comfort the fuming 

prophet. The worm: God intentionally destroyed Jonah's 

creature comfort. The wind: God sent a scorching wind to 

disturb Jonah now that he has lost his cool shade. The Word: 

in verse 9, God asks Jonah a penetrating question: “Do you 
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have a right to be mad about the death of a plant?” Jonah 

declares, "Yes, I have a right." But did he have a right? He did 

nothing to produce the plant. He did nothing to grow the plant. 

He did nothing to save the plant. It wasn't Jonah's plant; it was 

God's plant.   

So why did God ask this? I believe that God asks this question 

to show Jonah just how misplaced his values were. Jonah 

cared more about his personal comfort than for the people of 

Nineveh and Jonah cared more about the bush than for the 

people of Nineveh. He had a divided heart. Author Judson 

Mather, in his book The Comic Art of the Book of Jonah, wrote, 

“Life for Jonah [is] a series of disconcerting surprises and 

frustrations. He tries to escape from God and is trapped. He 

then gives up, accepts the inevitability of perishing, and is 

saved. He obeys when given a second chance, and is 

frustratingly, embarrassingly successful. He blows up; his 

frustration is intensified.” Jonah’s divided heart is revealed. 

Our final point is that of God's objective, found in this story as 

well as so many others in Scripture and our own lives: God’s 

mercy reveals His loving heart. What matters to God? People! 

You and I and everyone else who has ever lived and will ever 

live! Psalm 139 instructs us that the Lord knew us before we 

were ever born and the Resurrection of Christ shows us the 

way to live with Him forever. It is interesting that Jonah had just 

experienced that which he loathed to show the Assyrians in 

Nineveh: compassion and the mercy of God. The last few 

verses of the book tell us this: 
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10 
Then the LORD said, “You are concerned about the bush, 

for which you did not labor and which you did not grow; it 

came into being in a night and perished in a night. 
11 

And 

should I not be concerned about Nineveh, that great city, in 

which there are more than a hundred and twenty thousand 

persons who do not know their right hand from their left, and 

also many animals?” 

Here we see that God corrects Jonah's lack of compassion. 

Jonah had no right to get angry over the plant. It was a give of 

grace! As the Lord showed compassion to those who were in 

need of mercy, God shows that same compassion to Jonah, 

and God shows that same compassion to you and me. In these 

short verses God clarifies His love and compassion for people 

everywhere, even all of Creation. God’s love shown here and 

magnified in the person of Christ Jesus shows the world that 

He is not a respecter of persons in a self-loving world, but is 

interested in the fate of every soul. 

Jesus gives us a mission and a calling much like that of Jonah. 

We refer to it in our Bibles as the Great Commission. “All 

authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 
19 

Go 

therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in 

the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 

Spirit, 
20 

and teaching them to obey everything that I have 

commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the 

end of the age.” Like Jonah, we are given a task that is not 

ours, but belongs to the Lord. As He sends us, He will equip 

us, He will strengthen us, He will open our eyes and ears, and 
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He will show us the same compassion, mercy, and grace that 

we are tasked with showing to others. 

The book of Jonah ends abruptly with a question. I would like 

to think that Jonah's lack of response indicates that he got the 

point. I know that when God’s message finally gets through to 

me after I’ve made an ass of myself, I am quite often humbled 

into silence. Sometimes even into obedience. Like Jonah, the 

way we fully understand ourselves is to compare our self-

interest with God's sacrificial love. We must take God’s heart 

as our own, so as to avoid the same mistakes Jonah made, 

even in the service of the Lord. For me, it helps to remember 

the words of Jesus in Luke 9:23-25: “
23 

Then he said to them 

all, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny 

themselves and take up their cross daily and follow me. 
24 

For 

those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose 

their life for my sake will save it. 
25 

What does it profit them if 

they gain the whole world, but lose or forfeit themselves?” 

I was caught up by an article by Ray Hollenbach on his 

Students of Jesus blog while preparing for today’s message. In 

it he writes, “In these words, as well as Jonah’s, there is a truth 

we should grasp onto: to anyone will to change, God gives the 

grace for change. Repentance is the outward sign of an inner 

willingness. Here’s another thing about repentance: it’s not 

about the messenger. One of the most surprising aspects 

about this Old Testament book is that Jonah, the prophet, is 

kind of the “bad guy” in this story. Even though he hears a 

message directly from God, he has no intention of delivering it 
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because he thinks the people receiving the message do not 

deserve God’s mercy. Now, Jonah does finally deliver the 

message, but you can imagine the begrudging, snarling ton of 

voice he uses as he walks through the massive city for 3 days. 

Then he shows he cares more about having a shady hillside 

perch so that he can watch the fire and brimstone fall.  

However, the message is from God, and His Spirit is the one to 

bring it to fruition. Even though the messenger is filled with 

hatred for the people, they receive the message. Even though 

the messenger delivers the message in the most obligatory 

way, they receive the message! Even though the messenger is 

actually rooting for their destruction, they receive the message. 

Wouldn’t it truly be a tragedy for you or me if we let 

someone else get in the way of our repentance? But that would 

never happen in our day. It would never happen to you or me. 

It only happens in old Bible stories, right? Right?” 

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


