


INTRODUCTION TO JONAH

In comparison to the other books of the prophets, Jonah seems 
quite unique. The first thing we notice is that it contains very 

little spoken prophecy by Jonah. Containing only five words in the 
Hebrew language, his recorded prophetic message to the Ninevites 
in 3:4 is miniscule in comparison to the works of Isaiah, Jeremiah, 
or Ezekiel. The book of Jonah more closely resembles what the 
Old Testament records about Elijah and Elisha in 1 & 2 Kings. As 
such, not only his message but also his experience — his very life 
— reveals the nature and character of God and that of humankind.

As we continue reading, we also notice that the language and 
imagery describing Jonah’s ministry seems amplified, dramatic, 
and ironic, relaying a narrative which draws us into his experience 
of God, helps us to see ourselves in the story, and impacts us with 
the historical and theological truth of God’s Word and deeds. 
 
According to 2 Kings 14, Jonah’s ministry took place during the 
reign of Jeroboam II in the Northern of Kingdom of Israel. This 
time frame places the events of the book of Jonah around 782–
753 BCE, and 2 Kings 14:25 identifies Jonah as a true prophet 
of Yahweh by the standards of Deuteronomy 13:1–5 and 18:20. 
Jeroboam II was one of the better kings for the Northern Kingdom, 
but he still “did what was evil in the sight of the LORD” and failed 
to restore faithful worship of God as defined in the law of Moses. 
From the time it broke off from the Southern Kingdom of Judah 
in 930 BCE, the country had mixed the worship of Yahweh with 
idolatry and paganism, and some kings abandoned worshipping 
God altogether. Without a proper orientation to God, injustice 
and sin spread throughout the land and permeated every social 
class. Prophets repeatedly spoke out against the failings of God’s 
covenant people, but repentance proved rare and temporary in the 
Northern Kingdom of Israel.
 

At the outset of this book, God commissions the prophet Jonah 
to go to Nineveh, the capital of the Assyrian Empire, located near 
modern-day Mosul in northern Iraq. Assyria was the dominant 
military power from around 910–610 BCE. At the time of Jonah, 
their empire was in a brief decline. Archaeological records attest 
that during this period the kingdom suffered from an ineffective 
monarchy, persistent conflict with the neighboring Arameans 
(located in modern-day Syria), internal rebellion, natural disasters, 
and a foreboding solar eclipse. Isaiah 10 identifies this kingdom as 
the power God was raising up to discipline the nations of Israel 
and Judah for their waywardness, but the Kingdom of Israel never 
repented.
 
Beginning as early as 740 BCE, the Assyrians repeatedly defeated 
the nation and exiled its inhabitants, and their capital city of 
Samaria fell in 722 BCE. But even in the empire’s preparation, God 
did not turn a blind eye to the sins of this military power, storing up 
wrath against Assyria’s arrogance and injustice. At least 20 years 
before Israel’s first Assyrian defeat, Jonah proclaimed judgment 
against the Assyrians’ “evil way” and “violence” (3:8) which 
probably refers to their unrelenting practice of military conquest 
and plundering defeated nations throughout the Ancient Near East. 
When Jonah receives his prophetic call to the Ninevites, he boards 
a ship bound for Tarshish. Traditionally interpreters identified this 
place as Spain, but definitive evidence for any location is lacking. 
Other suggestions include Carthage in Tunisia, off the northern 
coast of Africa, or the island Sardinia, west of Italy. Regardless, 
we can conclude that Tarshish probably lies somewhere across the 
Mediterranean Sea from Israel and, more importantly, that Jonah 
wants to go there to be “away from the presence of the LORD” 
(1:3).



PRIMARY THEMES

As the narrative progresses, the unfolding story of Jonah 
underscores the bitter and hostile relationship between the 

people of Israel and the surrounding Gentile nations. In one way, 
the complicated nature of their relationship seems natural given the 
fact that the nations do not worship the God that has called Israel 
into existence, revealed himself to them in Word and deed, and 
pursued his people despite their own faithlessness. Even though 
the pagan sailors do everything they can to protect Jonah (1:11–
16), Jonah does not show the same consideration for the people of 
Nineveh. Their humble repentance “displeases Jonah exceedingly” 
(4:1); he burns with anger given the possibility they might survive. 
He even reveals that the reason he originally abandoned his 
prophetic mission was not fear of rejection, but a realization that 
God might in fact forgive the Assyrians should they repent (4:2). 
After voicing his complaint, Jonah secures a vantage point in the 
hope that he will still witness the city’s destruction (4:5). 

The account portrays the ongoing failure of a people privileged 
with God’s gracious revelation, but unable to put their theology 
into practice for the good of others, even those who respond 
appropriately to God’s Word. Like Jonah, the Israelites remain 
hardened against the surrounding Gentiles and fail to live up to 
their inherited, God-given purpose to “be a blessing” for “all the 
families of the earth” (Gen. 12:2–3). Given the spiritual state of 
Israelites at the time, their hardness of heart is only underscored 
by the fact that the Ninevites, not the people of God, respond to 
the word of Yahweh with genuine repentance.

The book of Jonah also asserts the absolute sovereignty of God 
over all of creation and its inhabitants. Jonah tries to flee from 
God’s presence, but later admits to his escorts that he worships 
“the LORD, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the dry 
land” (1:9). All creation belongs to its Creator, and he directs all 
of it to manifest his will and secure his purposes. God summons 

the storm to thwart Jonah’s escape (1:4), calms the seas to protect 
the fearful sailors (1:15), appoints “a great fish” to save his prophet 
from a watery grave (1:17), and ordains a vine and worm to teach 
him a needed lesson (4:5–11). But even more, Yahweh is the Lord 
over the nations of the earth. By commissioning Jonah to Nineveh, 
God demonstrates that all people are accountable to their Creator 
for how they conduct themselves (1:1–2). Therefore, he has the 
authority and right to judge them, and he enacts that responsibility 
in his timing, according to his perfect justice, and to reveal his 
character to those inside and outside of the covenant people.

God’s character shines through all the circumstances surrounding 
Jonah’s prophetic ministry. He demonstrates his righteousness 
by holding evil to account and not punishing Jonah’s ignorant 
traveling companions (1:1:7–16). But the Lord also reveals his 
mercy by saving Jonah from drowning (1:17) and not leaving him 
in the belly of the fish (2:10). This understanding is not foreign to 
Jonah. As an Israelite, he knows what God proclaimed to Moses 
in Exodus 34:6–7:  “Yahweh, Yahweh, a God merciful and gracious, 
slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, 
keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and 
transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the guilty, 
visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children and the children’s 
children, to the third and the fourth generation.” But he also knew 
that, as the true sovereign over all the nations, God’s forgiveness 
is not limited to the covenant people alone, but to all who respond 
to his word in faith and repentance (3:6–4:3). Therefore, Jonah’s 
prophecy of judgment does not fail, but succeeds by producing 
the intended response and in turn revealing God’s complete and 
unchanging character.





circumstances: seeing them not as “gotcha” but as 
grace, believing that he is saving me from myself 
time and time again. Because maybe the worst thing 
that could happen to us isn’t the storm, isn’t sitting 
in the belly of the whale. Maybe the worst thing that 
could happen to us is getting exactly what we think 
our heart wants. Maybe true judgement is sitting on 
the beach in Tarshish, given over to our own fear and 
apathy. 
 
This is easy to write, but hard to live. May the Spirit 
give us the ability to see grace in the midst of what 
seems like great inconvenience, listen for God’s voice 
deep in the belly of the whale, and praise God that 
he interrupts our rebellion.

JONAH 1:1-6

When I was a kid I went to see Jonah and the 
Big Fish (the first big screen Veggie Tales 

film) in theatres. Other than the asparagus wearing 
a flowered swim cap, the main thing I remember is 
the dramatic storm scene, full of pouring rain and 
crashing thunder. And a lot of times that’s how life is-
-things that are difficult and painful make a powerful 
impact on us. In Jonah 1:1-6, Jonah is dealing with 
hard things. He’s received a calling he doesn’t want 
to fulfill and he’s fleeing the presence of the Lord. In 
the midst of this inner turmoil, a literal storm begins 
to rage. And it’s not just a freak weather coincidence-
-this storm comes directly from the Lord (1:4). 
 
I spent most of my childhood reading this as a giant 
“gotcha,” thinking that the message of this story was 
something along the lines of “you better be careful 
disobeying God or you’ll end up paying for it.” Sin 
has real consequences, but years later, I think this 
storm looks more like great grace. This storm--sent 
by the Lord--interrupts Jonah’s disobedience and 
destruction. God is pursuing Jonah and refusing to let 
him go, even when it happens in a way that he finds 
unpleasant. This is the opposite of what happens in 
Romans 1:26-32, where God gives people up to their 
own sin, allowing them to continue in their rebellion. 
In that passage we see God’s judgement--not in 
curses rained down, but in him quietly giving us up 
to our sin.
 
My favorite weather is sunny with a high of about 78, 
so I would not have been thrilled about the kind of 
weather God sent to Jonah. But I’m trying to reframe 
my thinking when the Lord sends me unpleasant 



realize that God’s plans for the Gentiles cannot be 
thwarted by the disobedience of his own people.
 God used the disobedience of Jonah to bring the 
mariners of the ship to a realization about who He 
is. After throwing Jonah into the sea, God stilled the 
waters, and the mariners “feared the LORD greatly, 
and they offered a sacrifice to the LORD and made 
vows” (1:16). The sailors saw Yahweh, the covenant 
God of Israel, for who he really was, “the God of 
heaven, who made the sea and the dry land” (1:9). 
God used the disobedience of Jonah to bring these 
Gentile sailors to a knowledge of him, which in turn, 
led them to worship Him as the one true God.  
Today the message of Jonah 1 remains true. God’s 
sovereign plan for the salvation of the world will 
not be thwarted by the disobedience of his people. 
Sure, it would have gone better for Jonah and will go 
better for us if we go along with God. He, however, 
can work salvation for people amid disobedience. 
Think about your own salvation story. God used 
people such as parents, teachers, friends, and 
church members who were also less than stellar in 
obeying Christ’s commands to bring you to a saving 
knowledge of Himself. This fact is encouraging to me 
for two reasons. First, God loved you enough that he 
was not willing for the obedience of some to keep 
you from Him. Secondly, God loves those who are 
currently far away from him so much that he is not 
willing to let our disobedience keep them from Him. 
This is in no way a license for open disobedience to 
God. It should, however, take the pressure off of you. 
Take confidence that when you imperfectly follow 
Christ’s commands He is powerful enough to work 
through that. This understanding is the good news 
of the gospel for us today, that God can even use 
disobedience to bring sinners to a saving knowledge 
of Him. 

JONAH 1:7-17

Obedience is hard. As I read the first chapter of 
Jonah, I am struck by how blatantly disobedient 

he was to God. Before we throw Jonah into the sea 
of condemnation while we stand firmly on our boat 
of self-righteousness, we need to assess our own 
faults. Ask yourself these questions:  Am I obeying 
God by taking up my cross daily? Is there sin in my 
life that I need to repent of? Am I proclaiming the 
gospel and making disciples like my Good Shepherd 
commanded me to? Am I faithfully serving the Bride 
of Christ and treating those in her as the ones whom 
Christ found so precious that he was willing to die 
for them?
My guess, if you are being honest, is that you 
answered at least one if not all those questions in the 
negative. The above questions come from Christ’s 
commands but for some reason we actively disobey 
him. So, how does Jonah look now as you compare his 
spiritual résumé against your own? For me, Jonah’s 
sins are not so far from my own heart and practice. 
You are probably feeling crummy about your less 
than stellar performance as a Christian right now. 
That’s great – you need to come to that realization 
and be rid of all self-reliance so that the Holy Spirit 
can manifest obedience in your life. 
The encouraging message of Jonah 1 is that 
God’s sovereignty is in no way challenged by our 
disobedience. Our Lord is a merciful God who wants 
to see his enemies become a part of his family. God 
desired for Ninevites to repent and turn to him. 
Therefore, God’s command for Jonah was to cry out 
against the people of Nineveh (1:2).  Rather than 
obeying God, Jonah fled to Tarshish, a land far away 
from Nineveh. Even in the first chapter of Jonah we 





the sailors to return to shore and discard Jonah on 
dry land. Alternatively, God could have issued total 
judgment on Jonah’s rebellion and let him drown in 
the sea. Instead, God sent a rather peculiar lifeboat, 
intentionally allowing Jonah a discomfort. Jonah 
likened the experience to being in prison (2:6). But 
then he said, “When my life was fainting away, I 
remembered the LORD” (2:7). He cried out to God 
in his distress, “Those who pay regard to vain idols 
forsake their hope of steadfast love. But I with the 
voice of thanksgiving will sacrifice to you what I have 
vowed I will pay. Salvation belongs to the LORD!” 
(2:8–9). By faith, Jonah prayed for deliverance and 
essentially told God, “I’ll do what I said I would do 
as your prophet.” By God’s sovereign act of wisdom, 
Jonah was moved from resistance to willingness. So 
God relented, delivered Jonah, and mercifully issued 
Jonah’s calling again. 

Mysteriously, God’s wisdom extended beyond Jonah. 
Both by the words of Jonah’s prayer and by his 
very experience of being sentenced to a fish’s belly 
for three days, Jonah testified about Jesus. In the 
Gospels, Jesus references Jonah’s death-like descent 
for three days and three nights as an Old Testament 
prophesy about his own death and resurrection after 
three days (Matt. 12:40). Jonah was a shadow of 
greater things to come. 

A final word of encouragement: There are second 
chances in God. He is extravagantly quick to relent 
if only we repent. God will sovereignly use even your 
worst mistakes and rebellions to accomplish his 
purposes. His mercy is for you. He will lead you in 
steadfast love forever.

JONAH 2:1-9 

One thing is certain. The book of Jonah is not first 
and foremost about Jonah; it is a revelation of 

God. The book hinges on the second verse of Chapter 
4, which echoes the Old Testament’s repeated 
description of God: “a gracious God and merciful, 
slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, and 
relenting from disaster.” The rest of the book of Jonah 
shows how and to what extent God is those things.

Ironically, it is the very mercy of God that dismayed 
Jonah. It is because Jonah knew God that he ran 
away! The Word of the Lord came to the prophet 
and told him to prophesy judgment to Nineveh. Our 
typical response to God’s severity is to wince and cast 
a shadow of harshness on his character. However, 
Jonah understood something about God that we 
need to see. He ran because he knew that if God was 
sending a messenger to prophesy against a people 
for their sin, God was providing an opportunity for 
their repentance. The Ninevites were enemies of God 
and of Israel, and the last thing Jonah desired was 
for mercy to be extended  to them. In sync with the 
other impending judgments included in the Bible’s 
prophetic literature, we see that God is always 
quick to relent if only the people would repent. 
Jonah instantly equated God’s discipline with God’s 
kindness. Even His judgments are steadfast love. 

This same steadfast love of the Lord led Jonah 
himself to repent. Jonah 1:17 says, “And the LORD 
appointed a great fish to swallow up Jonah. And 
Jonah was in the belly of the fish three days and 
three nights.” To better appreciate what happened, 
let’s consider what didn’t. God could have allowed 
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judgment. The people repent. God relents. Aren’t we 
all like Jonah much more than we’d like to admit? 
We disobey God so casually. We don’t take seriously 
the commands in his Word. We make light of Jesus’ 
sacrifice on the cross. We suppress the prompting 
of the Holy Spirit. But God, who is rich in mercy, 
doesn’t just leave us to endure the punishment we 
deserve. In fact, it’s quite the opposite! It’s God’s 
kindness that leads us to repentance (Rom. 2:4).

It is astonishing that God is so patient with sinners. 
He has not dealt with us as our sins deserve or 
repaid us according to our iniquities (Ps. 103:10). 
And we, who were dead in our trespasses and the 
uncircumcision of our flesh, God made alive together 
with Christ, having forgiven us all our trespasses, by 
canceling the record of debt that stood against us 
with its legal demands. This He set aside, nailing it to 
the cross (Col. 2:13–14). 

God relentlessly, patiently and compassionately 
pursues us. In the death, burial and resurrection 
of Jesus, he has done what we could not do and 
reconciled us to himself. It is finished. Holy Spirit, 
help us — in light of this — grow in our affection for 
Jesus. Help us grow in our commitment to know and 
love and obey the Scriptures with faithfulness until 
our King calls us home.

JONAH 2:1-9 

Consider the filth inside the belly of a fish —  
partially chewed food, various kinds of fluids, all 

of the physiological processes that were designed to 
help with the digestion of food — that’s where Jonah 
found himself after his deliberate disobedience to 
God. It sounds like a horrifying place to be and, based 
on Jonah’s desperate cry to the Lord in 2:1–9, it was. 
We spend so much time seeking and praying for 
clear instruction from God. Should I take this job if 
it’s offered to me? Is this the person you want me 
to marry? What do you want me to major in? How 
do you want me to get involved at church? Am I 
called to move from Birmingham to fulfill the Great 
Commission? Jonah had a clear word from the Lord 
and he still disobeyed. As a result of his sin, he found 
himself in the belly of a fish.

Jonah had hit rock bottom. He was at the end of his 
rope and nearly the end of his life. He was distressed, 
both physically and spiritually. God took Jonah’s 
disobedience very seriously, just as he takes all sin 
against him very seriously. Jonah ran from God 
boldly and arrogantly, but God didn’t give up on 
Jonah. God wanted Jonah.

In the deep of Sheol, the lowest of the lows, Jonah 
prayed to the Lord his God (2:2). In his distress, he 
called to the Lord and the Lord answered. He heard 
Jonah’s voice — Jonah’s urgent cry of repentance 
(2:2) — and He commanded the fish to vomit Jonah 
onto dry land (2:10). Jonah repents and God relents.
 
This pattern is consistent throughout all of Scripture. 
God gives a command. The people disobey. God sends 

in conversation with 2:10





Jonah would go in order to not preach the gospel. 
Jonah may be the worst of the prophets of God. Yet 
the whole city believes and repents! We learn here 
that faith and repentance have very little to do with 
the messenger. The power for salvation is in the Word 
itself (Rom. 1:16) since faith comes by the hearing of 
God’s Word (Rom. 10:17). How is the Lord gracious 
to unbelievers? By giving them his Word. By sending 
people who will preach God’s Word to them. There is 
no one who is saved another way. The grace of God 
for salvation comes through the Word. 

That sounds good if you are an unbeliever, but what 
about us? How do we experience the grace of God? 
The good news is that we experience it in exactly 
the same way. The Word is both the means of grace 
to save people and the means of grace to believers 
for God to keep us, lead us into repentance, and 
commission us. We see this in verses 1–3. Of course 
we have to remember how this story begins. To 
begin, God gave Jonah a message and told him to 
take it to Nineveh, and Jonah refused. God offered 
Jonah the opportunity to take part in his own 
mission in the world but Jonah disobeyed. We too 
are like Jonah because we are sinners and far too 
often reject God and disobey him. What can we do in 
these situations? We also need grace, and God gives 
us this grace by his Word. God graciously speaks 
to Jonah again and gives him another opportunity. 
Even for believers, sadly our life is full of sin and we 
need God’s grace. Thanks be to God that we can find 
this grace in his Word. The grace that saved us will 
sanctify us and lead us to repentance through the 
Word. The application then is simple: Regardless of 
where we are, let us dive into God’s Word since this 
is his glorious means of grace for us all. 

JONAH 3:1-5 

As Christians, and especially as Protestants, we 
hear so much about God’s grace. We hear so 

much about how much we need his grace, how much 
we should depend on God’s grace, how important it 
is to both our salvation and sanctification. Yet we are 
sometimes still left with a lingering question: How 
do I experience God’s grace? 

Jonah 3:1–5 shows us that both believers and 
unbelievers experience the grace of God through the 
Word of God. In order to see this let’s first look at 
the second half of this passage from verses 4–5. We 
know the situation. Nineveh is not just an ordinary 
city full of unbelievers. Nineveh is a city renowned for 
their wickedness. These are the kind of unbelievers 
who seem especially far from God. These are the 
unbelievers in our lives that we could never even 
imagine coming to Christ, and there is a whole city 
of them. Remember that God’s prophets had been 
preaching to God’s own people Israel for centuries 
with seemingly little effect. What hope was there for 
this great city full of people who were so turned away 
from God? Yet we read that the impossible happens. 
This city, from the greatest to the least, hear the 
Word, believe the Word, and repent. They repent and 
believe in the Message! This is one of those times 
where we are so prone to glaze over the wonder of 
the Scriptures. A whole city of Gentile sinners repent 
and believe in the message! This doesn’t make any 
sense. Consider the messenger. Jonah is hardly the 
kind of preacher or missionary any of us would pray 
for. He seems to be an evangelist who hopes that the 
people he is preaching to refuse to repent and believe! 
The story of Jonah thus far has shown the lengths 



culture and expectation of what repentance looks 
like. Often, we give young children and others a false 
belief that walking an aisle and repeating a prayer 
will complete their justification — that God will 
simply have mercy because a ritual is performed even 
though no change of heart has occurred. Yet Jesus 
says to take up our cross and follow Him. Repentance 
means continually following Christ to whatever end. 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer famously said, “When Christ 
calls a man, he bids him come and die.” Bonhoeffer 
was hanged in 1945. Do not be deceived, friend. True 
repentance looks very similar to what we see in this 
passage. We may not need ashes to sit in or have a 
cloak to throw off, but our hearts must long to be 
pure and blameless. Our repentance should have us 
on our knees, pleading that God would have mercy 
on us. This king of pagans hears a message of wrath 
and is wise to repent. Only it’s too late to repent if 
you’re already on the judgment seat. The call here is 
if you need to repent, don’t delay.
In closing, this passage presents a powerful testimony 
of God’s desire to reconcile all people groups to 
himself. Even the most committed enemies of God 
can be reconciled by the blood of Jesus Christ. “For 
you were slain, and by your blood you ransomed 
people for God from every tribe and language and 
people and nation, and you have made them a 
kingdom and priests to our God, and they shall reign 
on the earth” (Rev. 
5:9–10). For all eternity, this will be the song of the 
people of God. He reconciles the irreconcilable to 
himself. Once enemies of God, they will now gather 
around his throne and declare of his goodness for 
all eternity. The glory of God in the salvation of the 
Ninevites is if he is willing to save savages, then no 
one is too far out to be brought near by the blood of 
Christ (Eph. 2:13).

JONAH 3:6-10 

At this point in the book of Jonah, we’ve seen: God 
issuing a decree, Jonah being called to preach, 
disobedience, God rebuking and disciplining Jonah, 
repentance and grace, and now Jonah’s proclamation 
to the Ninevites. As we heard in the previous passage, 
Jonah’s message is simple: 
“Yet 40 days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!” It 
was a message of doom, preached for the purpose of 
repentance. This isn’t exactly a message you would 
expect to be well received. But Jonah’s message was 
incredibly well received. Historians believe that the 
city could have contained as many as 600,000 people, 
including the 120,000 men numbered in Jonah 4:11 
plus their families. It is an incredible act of God that 
this entire city would be saved despite the reluctance 
and weakness of Jonah. We’ve already learned that 
the Ninevites were a savage group of people and that 
there was a lot of bad blood between them and the 
Israelites. So the question is, “Why would God save 
these people who are the enemies of his own?” The 
answer is simple: God is worthy of worship from all 
peoples, and it displays his glory by showing that 
even the most savage may be saved and reconciled 
to himself.
After hearing this message preached, the king 
immediately removes his robe, puts on sackcloth, sits 
in ashes and issues a decree for his people to fast and 
repent. The wearing of sackcloth and sitting in ashes 
was a Persian custom used in times of mourning. This 
was a true sign of repentance because of the humility 
displayed by the king. But if this is what repentance 
looks like, then we must examine ourselves very 
deeply and ask the hard question, “Am I really 
saved?” In America, we’ve created a dangerous 





this aspect of love with his own worldviews and 
assumptions. Which do we hold higher, the Word of 
God or our personal views?
The character of God has not changed since Moses. 
He operates from his own consistency, which is not 
boxed in by human agendas or social prejudices. 
He continues to move from compassion toward his 
creation — both the creation, you, and the creation, 
them. God is who he says he is, which is not a truth 
for us to horde for ourselves, but is one for all people. 
Nevertheless Jonah would rather God take his life 
than see the Assyrian people receive compassion, 
though it is this same compassion that saved Jonah 
in the first place. God remained compassionately 
patient with him even though he fled God’s calling. 
Once again, let us check ourselves. Have we never 
wished that we could pick and choose who does or 
does not receive the graciousness of God? God’s 
compassion is rightly offered equally to the poor 
old man next door whom we pity and the rich snob 
whom we despise for cutting us off in traffic this 
week. Why? Because such a gift is not based on the 
recipient but on the God who gives it. 
After Jonah’s complaint of living in a world with 
repentant Assyrians, God concludes the dialogue 
with a convicting question that cuts right to the 
heart of the matter: “do you do well to be angry?” 
(4:4). In other words, is it right for you to dwell or 
sulk in anger? Do we do anything by clinging to 
our vices? When we cling to our judgments of what 
others deserve, we are placing our thoughts and ideas 
above the wisdom of God, as if we know better than 
him. He is the Creator and therefore rightful Judge 
of all things, which is better for everyone, including 
ourselves. May the compassion of God transform the 
contempt of our hearts. Creation belongs to the Lord! 

JONAH 4:1-4 

How much does it bother you when those people 
seemingly get off easy? If something does not fall 
our way, we cry out for there to be justice in life 
— “Hey that’s not fair!” But if something does not 
fall the way of our opponent or stranger, we shrug 
more easily — “Well hey, life ain’t fair.” Let us not 
distance the attitude and response of Jonah in 4:1–4 
too far from that which we are capable of as human 
beings. Nineveh repented, God relented, and Jonah 
meanwhile has become displeased and discontent 
at the turn of events. He does not like the Assyrian 
empire, their religion, their customs, or their people. 
Jonah is angry because God had compassion on 
Jonah’s personal enemies. Jonah is angry because 
God is not bound by Jonah’s social hindrances and 
prejudices. Jonah is angry because he does not have 
control (and if you have been following the story, 
you know he never has). God shows no partiality 
(Rom. 2:11). 
The ensuing dialogue reveals a primary thesis for 
Jonah as we learn why Jonah fled. He says he did 
so because he knew what God was like — gracious, 
merciful, slow to anger, loving, and compassionate. 
This characterization of God directly references 
when Yahweh self-described who he is to Moses in 
Exodus 34:6–7. Though he is the God of Israel, this 
description is not limited to benefit only the people 
of Israel, as Jonah learned firsthand in Chapters 1–3. 
God’s role as protector of Israel does not immediately 
exclude Gentiles from the concern and love of God. 
The law said strangers and sojourners were to be 
treated as one of their own and therefore loved as 
neighbors (Lev. 19:33–35). As a prophet, Jonah would 
have known the law, but he seems to have replaced 



so according to the purposeful will of the Lord. In 
the classic words of Abraham Kuyper, “There is not 
a square inch in the whole domain of our human 
existence over which Christ, who is Sovereign over 
all, does not cry, ‘Mine!’” Jesus said the same thing in 
Matthew 10 when he told us that all the hairs on our 
head are numbered. Believer, take heart. Everything 
that happens to you is from the Lord.
But why did God go to such sovereign extents just 
to give Jonah some shade for 12 hours? And why 
was Jonah so upset? Upon losing his shade Jonah 
literally wished to die…again. By modern standards 
we might even label Jonah as bi-polar. God’s purpose 
is to contrast Jonah’s love for a feeble plant with 
his indifference, even hatred, towards the people of 
Nineveh. “And the LORD said, ‘You pity the plant, for 
which you did not labor, nor did you make it grow, 
which came into being in a night and perished in a 
night. And should not I pity Nineveh, that great city, 
in which there are more than 120,000 persons who 
do not know their right hand from their left, and also 
much cattle?’” (4:10-11). Nineveh was a great, ancient 
city. There were many inhabitants, particularly 
infants. Even a lot of cattle. But more important than 
their impressive size, commerce, and agriculture, this 
entire city had repented. They now followed Yahweh! 
And yet, Jonah was more concerned with the shade 
value of a plant that he didn’t even grow than he was 
about the welfare of an entire city. 
How concerned are you for the welfare of our city? 
For other cities? How concerned are you for the 
welfare of the people you hate? And is there any 
selfishness or anger in your heart that is keeping you 
from caring for this world as you should?

JONAH 4:5-11 

Jonah begrudgingly preached perhaps the most 
straightforward sermon in the history of sermons. 

No intro. No illustrations. No appeal to grace. Just 
judgment. And it worked. The entire city turned to 
the Lord.
And Jonah was incensed. He was angry that the 
Lord had remained true to His Exodus 34 character 
of being “slow to anger and abounding in steadfast 
love”. And either his nationalism, or his racism, or 
his individualism had angered him so much that he 
asked for the Lord to take his life from him. He didn’t 
want to live in a world in which those Ninevites were 
part of God’s people. 
Jonah headed out of the city and set up camp on a 
nearby hill to watch what will happen to Nineveh. 
He’s made his booth, but some of that hot Nineveh 
sun was still getting in. God saw this as an opportunity 
to deal with Jonah’s anger and He does so with 
some nature-based appointments. God appointed 
a plant that grew overnight to provide Jonah some 
shade (4:6). The next day God appointed a worm that 
attacked the plant so that it withered (4:7). And then 
the next day God appointed a scorching east wind 
and the sun beat down on Jonah so that he was faint 
(4:8).
God’s sovereignty is inescapable in Jonah. The Lord 
governed the wind and the seas back in chapter 1. 
In chapter 2 He appointed the great fish to swallow 
Jonah at just the right time. At the Lord’s command 
the great fish vomited Jonah back onto dry land. And 
in chapter 4, we now see the meticulous sovereignty 
of the Lord. Plants, animals, winds – all of Creation –  
is subject to His Word. Every leaf that falls, every bug 
that crawls, every breeze that blows, all of it does 



God Almighty, you are the LORD, the God of 
heaven, who made the sea and the dry land. 

The whole earth is filled with your presence, and 
everything in it - the wind, the waves, and the living 
creatures - submits in obedience to your sovereign 

will.

We, however, are quick to disobey your Word 
and prone to flee from your presence in shame, 

selfishness, or self-righteousness. We ask that by 
your sovereign hand you would halt our disobedient 

flight, and we plead that you forgive us according 
to your character, for you are a gracious God and 

merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast 
love, and relenting from disaster.

For our sake the Son of Man, Jesus Christ, passed 
through the waters of judgment and spent three 
days in the heart of the earth, suffering the death 
which we all deserve. But salvation belongs to the 
LORD, and by his death you have purchased our 

redemption in the forgiveness of our sins.

Help us, LORD, to remember this grace, so that we 
might always respond in heartfelt repentance and 
joyful obedience to your word. And empower us to 

boldly and without partiality declare the excellencies 
of you, who have called us from darkness, and into 

your marvelous light.

Amen
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