Bible Studies

Jonah (4)

The Pouting Prophet

Jonah 4:1-11

Introduction


The little Book of Jonah contains a lot of transitional changes, usually indicated by the word, “But”. This happens 6 times in this 4th chapter. There was an ongoing conflict between God and Jonah. God called Jonah, but Jonah ran away. A storm was sent by God after the ship where Jonah was and he was tossed overboard. But God provided a great fish to swallow His disobedient servant. Jonah was in a fish-casket, but there he repented and sang a song of thanksgiving. Jonah obeyed the Lord and proclaimed His message of doom to the Ninevites. But the Ninevites repented and so God had mercy on them and did not send the threatened destruction. So we come to chapter 4 and Jonah is singing God’s praises and rejoicing in the victory in people’s lives. Right? Wrong!!!

Read Jonah 4:1-4

I. Jonah’s accusation

A. The issue in question was Nineveh, and God’s desire to rescue her wicked people. This was the important thing to God, but not to Jonah! Jonah did not have the heart of God for the lost. Because of His determination to give these wicked people a chance to repent, God went to all lengths to get His servant Jonah to go there and warn these enemies of his. God knew the hearts of the Assyrians. They had probably never known about the one true God. He knew that if they heard the truth they would repent and He could bring many of them into His kingdom. But He had to deal with His reluctant, disobedient, hardheaded servant in order to get the truth to them. When the object was achieved, God could have just given up on Jonah who still didn’t have a right heart. But the gracious God who didn’t give up on the Assyrians also didn’t give up on Jonah. God was not through teaching His servant. 

B. Having witnessed one of the greatest and most unusual revivals of all time, Jonah, instead of praising God, was greatly displeased, angry and accusing God. Listen to his words, “Lord, is this not what I said when I was still at home?” Today we would say, “See, Lord, I told you so!” Does this mean that Jonah knew if he went to Nineveh and gave them God’s truth that they would surely repent? Did he know that if they repented, God would surely forgive them? It seems that he realized that it was God’s love and compassion that was sending him to them. So, isn’t that a wonderful opportunity to be used by God to bring others to Him? Not if you want to see them die! Next, Jonah dares to say that he was right when he ran away to Tarshish. I think he was saying that he went to Tarshish because he couldn’t bear to see God forgive those wicked enemies of theirs. To understand how Jonah felt, imagine that God asked you to go to China or Sudan to the people who are torturing and murdering Christians. Would you be willing to preach to those killers so God would have mercy on them? Do we want God to be kind to the terrorists?

II. Jonah’s first request

A. Jonah knew a lot about God’s character. The problem was that he didn’t want his enemies to know. It’s almost as if Jonah is accusing God when he lists all His wonderful qualities. He knew that God is gracious, compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in love, who relents from sending calamity. This is the way the Lord described Himself to Moses. Ex. 34:5-7 And this is how God’s servant David described the Lord. Psa. 86:15 This is how Nehemiah described the God who had not forsaken their forefathers even in their rebellion. Neh. 9:16-17 Believe it or not, Jonah ran away because God is such a good and loving God! Aren’t those the very qualities that we depend on in our lives? And aren’t those qualities the reason why Jonah was rescued and forgiven by God? But what Jonah enjoyed for himself he didn’t want the Assyrians to have! It’s amazing how eager we are to enjoy God’s compassion, and how slow we are to want it for our enemies!

B. Now Jonah stoops to the depths of self-pity. It’s as if he says to God, “If You’re going to be kind to those wicked people who are our enemies, then I don’t want to live. Jonah actually asks God to take away his life – to kill him! This shows how very angry he was. 3 times in this chapter Jonah says that he wants to die. He is so adamant about his desire to see the Assyrians wiped out that he would rather die than live. What kind of deep hatred rested in Jonah’s heart? But when we think about the atrocities of war and terrorism, the same hatred and desire for revenge may be in our hearts. The Lord asked Jonah an important question: “Do you have any right to be angry?” I think Jonah was angry at God because He didn’t kill the Ninevites. We must ask ourselves this question. Do we have any right to be angry with God and hate our enemies? Jesus told us to love our enemies and to pray for those who persecute us. Matt.5:43-45 

Read Jonah 4:5-9

III. Jonah’s pity party

A. Jonah was acting like a spoiled child. He was so angry with God and hateful toward the Assyrians that he went outside the city and waited to see if God would carry out His judgment against them. After all, he himself had shouted in the streets, “In 40 days you will be destroyed.” Maybe Jonah felt that because God made him give that message, that God was obligated to him to carry out the judgment. God is not obligated to us! He does whatever He wants. Notice that though Jonah was waiting and hoping to see the Assyrians suffer, that he was careful to take care of himself so he wouldn’t suffer. He made himself a shelter and sat in its shade. God was about to teach Jonah yet another lesson.

B. 3 times in the next verses we read, “The Lord God provided”. Usually when we think about God providing for us, we think of good things and blessings. But if we remember back to Jonah’s first lesson from God, we see that God provided a storm with a great wind. I’m sure that’s not what Jonah wanted while he was running away by ship. But God knew what Jonah needed! He needed something to turn him around – back to God and to God’s assigned work. Then when Jonah was thrown overboard and there was no hope, God provided a fish. God knows when we need discipline and when we need help and encouragement.

IV. God’s object lesson

A. Here we have a good example of God’s mercy and compassion on His angry, hateful servant. He was willing to teach Jonah another lesson. The Lord God provided a vine. Just as He had provided the storm and the fish, now He provided a vine to grow up over Jonah’s head to give him shade and ease his discomfort. There are certain types of vines that grow up almost overnight. One of them is the castor vine that has large leaves and so gives a lot of shade. Whatever kind of vine this was, it made Jonah very happy. Maybe he realized that it was a gift from God, and thought that God approved of his self-pity and hatred of his enemies and so wanted to shelter him in his anger.

B. But God wasn’t yet through with this object lesson. So we come on one of the many transitional “Buts” in this story. “But” at dawn the next day before the hot sun came up, God provided something else. As surely as God had provided the fast-growing vine, He now provided a hungry worm. The worm was glad to see a nice green vine to eat, and so he chewed through the vine so that it withered and died. When the hot sun came up there were no more big leaves to shelter Jonah from the sun. But God wasn’t yet finished with His object lesson. It reminds me of Jesus’ parable in Matt. 20:9-15
C. Just when Jonah was starting to complain about the loss of the vine and the heat of the sun, God provided something else. This time it was a scorching east wind! The hot wind blew on Jonah and the sun blazed on his head. Did Jonah understand that the Lord was disciplining him? Did he know that the Lord always disciplines His sons? The writer of Hebrews wrote that if the Lord doesn’t discipline us it’s because we are not His real sons, but illegitimate children. Heb. 12:5-11 Discipline is never easy. We didn’t like it when we were children and we don’t like it when God disciplines us as adults. But we must remember that it “produces as harvest of righteousness and peace”. 

D. Jonah grew faint from the sun and wind and wanted to die. This is the second time Jonah had wished to die. It seems very ironic that he wanted to see the Assyrians die, but when they didn’t, then he wanted to die! He sounds a little like a spoiled child who doesn’t get his own way. Now Jonah was angry, not only about the Ninevites, but about the vine as well. So God asked him again, “Do you have a right to be angry about the vine?” Jonah answered that he had every right to be angry about this vine that had grown overnight and died overnight. Sometimes we are angry with God about what He chooses to send our way. We like the blessings and joys but we don’t want any of the hardships.

Read Jonah 4:10-11

V. The point of God’s lesson

A. But the Lord was about to nail down this very needed object lesson. He taught the point of it all to this stubborn, hardheaded student of His. The Lord told Jonah that he had been concerned and upset over the vine. But he had not tended it or made it grow. It was a pure gift from God, who made it spring up overnight and then sent the worm to kill it overnight. It was the same as the fish. Jonah had not sent the fish, nor told it to spit him out. He had nothing to do with the salvation that God had sent in the form of a fish. Nor did he have anything to do with the shelter God gave in the form of a vine. Everything was from God. God alone has the right to give or take away.

B. Then God painted a picture of Nineveh for Jonah. He knew what it looked like because he had walked through the whole city. But did he really see the people? Did he think about all the children who would die if the city were destroyed? God said that there were 120,000 people in Nineveh who could not tell their right hands from their left hands. No doubt this refers to small children who usually don’t know which is their right hand and which is their left hand. If there were that many children, then the total population must have been more than 600,000. And besides, there were many cattle. God asked Jonah, “Should I not be concerned about that great city?” Since Jonah knew that God is gracious, compassionate and slow to anger, he should know that God cared about all those people and animals. It seems that Jonah did not have the heart of God. Do we?
Conclusion


We don’t know what happened to Jonah after this. Did he repent of his anger and hatred? It seems that he needed to repent just as much as the Ninevites. And what happened to Nineveh? God did not destroy the city, but forgave the people who sincerely repented. However, after a few generations it seems that the Ninevites again forgot about God and how He had saved them. The prophet Nahum wrote later a prophecy about the destruction of Nineveh. Nahum 2:1,13; 3:19 The historians tell us that the city of Nineveh was destroyed over 100 years after Jonah was there and the great revival took place. One of the important lessons that we learn from the Book of Jonah is about the longsuffering and compassion of our Lord. He longs to bring the lost out of the darkness to Himself. And He patiently teaches His servants to obey Him and to have a heart of love for the lost ones. Have we been more concerned about our comfort and temporal blessings than about the lost ones around us? Let’s reach out to them with our words, our prayers and our help.

