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Jonah’s anger at the Lord’s compassion 

4 1But to Jonah this seemed very wrong, and he became angry. 2 He prayed to the Lord, ‘Isn’t this 

what I said, Lord, when I was still at home? That is what I tried to forestall by fleeing to Tarshish. I 

knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God 

who relents from sending calamity. 3 Now, Lord, take away my life, for it is better for me to die than to 

live.’ 
4 But the Lord replied, ‘Is it right for you to be angry?’ 
5 Jonah had gone out and sat down at a place east of the city. There he made himself a shelter, sat in 

its shade and waited to see what would happen to the city. 6 Then the Lord God provided a leafy 

plant and made it grow up over Jonah to give shade for his head to ease his discomfort, and Jonah 

was very happy about the plant. 7 But at dawn the next day God provided a worm, which chewed the 

plant so that it withered. 8 When the sun rose, God provided a scorching east wind, and the sun blazed 

on Jonah’s head so that he grew faint. He wanted to die, and said, ‘It would be better for me to die 

than to live.’ 
9 But God said to Jonah, ‘Is it right for you to be angry about the plant?’ 

  ‘It is,’ he said. ‘And I’m so angry I wish I were dead.’ 
10 But the Lord said, ‘You have been concerned about this plant, though you did not tend it or make it 

grow. It sprang up overnight and died overnight. 11 And should I not have concern for the great city of 

Nineveh, in which there are more than a hundred and twenty thousand people who cannot tell their 

right hand from their left – and also many animals?’   (NIV UK) 
 

Don’t you sometimes wish there were bits of the Bible that weren’t there.  I mean, take the Book of 

Jonah: just think how good it would be if it ended with chapter 3.  Jonah, having run away from God’s 

commission to preach in Nineveh, is miraculously brought back, goes there, and his preaching in the 

city is a resounding success.  Everyone, from the king down, recognises their sin and determines to 

reform their ways to the extent that God relents from his decision to destroy them and allows them to 

live.  But can Jonah go out on a high?  No!  Chapter 4 gives us Jonah’s response to God’s mercy to 

Nineveh, just look at verse 1: ‘But to Jonah this seemed very wrong, and he became angry.’ – in fact, 

very angry indeed. 

   Actually, if you think we could do without this final chapter, you’re missing the point.  This book is not 

principally the tale of a whale, although commentators and critics have spent far too much time trying 

to solve the riddle of the big fish, nor is it chiefly an account of a city’s repentance.  Rather it’s about 

the relationship between the prophet Jonah and his God, and particularly about how the revealed 

character of God shows in his dealings with humankind.  We’ll see that especially as we come to the 

last verse of the chapter, but in the meantime, we’ll look first at the causes of Jonah’s anger in verses 

2 to 4, then at God’s provision for Jonah in verses 5 to 10, before coming to verse 11 and God’s 

compassion, then finally, considering some issues that arise from the chapter.   
 

1. Jonah’s Anger verses 2-4 

  This is the second time that we find Jonah praying.  However, this prayer is very different to the first 

in chapter 2.  While that prayer expressed Jonah’s penitence, this one is born out of his petulance; his 

deep-seated anger.  Why was this?  I think there are 2 principal reasons, both relate to his refusal to 

accept God’s decision to spare the people of Nineveh. 

a. First, Jonah speaks out of a sense of hurt pride.  He had declared across the city  

that it was about to be destroyed: ‘Forty more days and Nineveh will be overthrown.’ (3:4).  

Now, unwilling to lose face, he goes and settles himself outside the city waiting for God to do 

what Jonah has said he would do.   

   You might say that Jonah had what we would call a ‘superiority complex’; he couldn’t bear to 

be wrong.  You meet people like that from time to time.  I recall one poor chap who said of his 

wife: ‘When we married, I thought I had found Miss Right.  I didn’t know that she would turn out 

to be Mrs Always Right.’  



   Jonah certainly suffered from too high a view of himself and too lowly a view of others. 

Despite God graciously affirming Jonah’s ministry in Nineveh by not destroying the city, Jonah 

cannot bear the thought that God is not going to do what he, Jonah, has said God will do.  

There will be no fire from heaven, no military invasion, flood, earthquake or plague.  Jonah 

really took the work of God personally, he regarded it as his work when it was God’s work, and 

became obsessed with personal vindication and his own reputation. 

b. Second, Jonah is unwilling to let God be God.  Look at what he says in verse 2: ‘Isn’t  

this what I said, when I was still at home? That is why I was so quick to flee to Tarshish. I knew 

that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God 

who relents from sending calamity.’  ‘I knew that you would do this,’ he says, and in one go 

manages to excuse his disobedience and justify his anger.  Jonah fundamentally believed that 

retribution must follow wrongdoing; that it was a matter of cause and effect.     

   He wasn’t alone in that belief; it was shared by Job’s comforters who tried to persuade Job 

that his suffering was the result of some heinous, unconfessed sin.  It was common in Jesus’ 

day, when the disciples, seeing the man born blind, asked whether it was the man or his 

parents who had sinned (John 9:2).  You’ll come across it today too, and although it’s true that 

on occasion suffering may be the direct result of wrong action or bad choices, making it a 

general rule leaves no room for mercy, grace, or forgiveness.  

  Perhaps Jonah felt that God had gone soft on the Ninevites, especially as they were not part of 

God’s chosen people.  Long ago, God had declared himself as, ‘The Lord, the Lord, the 

compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and 

faithfulness, maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin.’ 

(Ex 34:6f).  But surely that applied only to Israel?  So, it was OK for Jonah to prophesy 

prosperity and growth for a nation that had abandoned its allegiance to the living God – that’s 

the gist of what you read about Jonah’s ministry during the reign of Jeroboam II in 2 Kings 14 - 

and not OK for the penitent gentile citizens of Nineveh to experience the Lord’s compassion. 

Hurt pride and ‘arrested theological development’ made for one angry prophet, who in a fit of pique 

declares that he wants to die (v3).  So how did God handle the situation? 

c. God asks a question in verse 4 ‘Is it right for you to be angry?’  Fortunately, God  

doesn’t always answer our prayers.  What he does do here is probe Jonah’s motivation.  The 

answer to the question of course ought to be ‘No!’.  Good people should never be angry at good 

outcomes.  But Jonah cannot reply.  He cannot accept that God has extended to the Ninevites 

the same grace and mercy that was shown to him, Jonah, back in chapter 2.  Instead, Jonah 

goes off and parks himself on the edge of the desert, ostensibly to watch for the destruction that 

he has predicted. 
 

2. God’s Provision, verses 5-10 

a. (The plant v 5,6).  We’re told in verse 5 that Jonah constructed a booth or shelter.   

Building such structures was a feature of Jewish culture; and still is.  Liz and I spent a couple of 

years living in Barnet, North London, and one day we saw that the people next door had built a 

sort of hutch in the garden.  It was a fairly insubstantial affair and was liable to sudden collapse, 

at which point a member of the family would dash out and rescue the thing, standing it upright 

again.  That’s how we discovered that our neighbours were Jewish – they were celebrating the 

feast of tabernacles (or ‘booths’, see Leviticus 23 – not overnight!). 

   But we’re told in verse 6, God goes further for Jonah, he ‘provided a leafy plant and made it 

grow up over Jonah to give shade for his head to ease his discomfort,’ Here’s another example 

of God’s provision for the prophet; remember he had previously provided a big fish.  Other 

versions call the plant a ‘vine’ or a ‘gourd’, apparently the Hebrew is pretty vague.  And Jonah?  

‘Jonah was very happy about the plant.’  He was glad of the comfort it gave and his spirits were 

lifted.   

b. (The worm and the wind) But God makes yet more provision for Jonah, it’s described  

in verses 7 and 8: ‘the next day God provided a worm, which chewed the plant so that it 

withered. When the sun rose, God provided a scorching east wind, and the sun blazed on 

Jonah’s head so that he grew faint.’  The plant, the source of Jonah’s comfort, his joy even, is 



destroyed, and Jonah, exposed to the searing sirocco that blows out of the desert and the 

scorching sun, is disconsolate once more.   

   There’s a problem if we base our happiness purely on the good things God does for us.  For 

some Christians, it seems the only reason for God’s existence is to make their lives easy and 

enjoyable.  So, what happens to their faith when life gets hard, when loved ones are lost, or 

they can’t find a space in the car park?  We sometimes sing, ‘When darkness seems to hide his 

face, I rest on his unchanging grace.’  That’s how we can trust God when he does not bless us, 

praise him when we do not feel his presence, and continue to share the gospel when nobody 

seems to want to listen.  Like Jonah, we must learn to base our faith, our hope, our joy, not on 

short term ’blessings’, but on the unchanging character of the God who is ‘gracious, 

compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in love.’  How does God do this with this petulant 

prophet? 

c. The lesson in the plant.  It’s that question again, although this time with a more  

specific focus, as God deals very graciously with peevish Jonah.  Look at verses 9 and 10: ‘God 

said to Jonah, ‘Is it right for you to be angry about the plant?’  ‘It is,’ he said. ‘And I’m so angry I 

wish I were dead.’ But the Lord said, ‘You have been concerned about this plant, though you did 

not tend it or make it grow.  It sprang up overnight and died overnight.’   What’s clear now is that 

the purpose of the plant was not just to give Jonah comfort, but to teach Jonah a lesson, a 

lesson in godliness – in God-like-ness.  You might call it an acted parable.  The plant was a gift, 

Jonah didn’t create it or tend it, yet he clearly demonstrates that he can feel for this thing that 

has brought him comfort.  But although the loss of the plant is the superficial cause of Jonah’s 

anger, the real cause, of course, is God’s mercy toward Nineveh. 
 

3. God’s Compassion, verse 11 

Now, you may have noticed that the title of this sermon series is ‘Strong and Kind’.  That’s not a 

description of Jonah, it’s a description of Jonah’s God – the God of the Bible, the God and Father of 

Our Lord Jesus Christ.  That has significance for us today, just as it had for Jonah and the people of 

Nineveh back then. 

Look at what the Lord says in verse 11: ‘Should I not have concern for the great city of  

Nineveh, in which there are more than a hundred and twenty thousand people who cannot tell 

their right hand from their left – and also many animals?’  Effectively God is saying, ‘Look, I 

saved you and you didn’t deserve it, how can you complain if I save others who don’t deserve 

it?’  God is concerned not only for his ‘chosen’ people. After all, they were not chosen because 

of any worthiness on their part, but because of God’s mercy and grace.  That’s why they have 

received the light of his truth.  God is also concerned for these other people, also his creatures, 

that are living in spiritual and moral darkness; all 120 thousand of them. 

   120 thousand is about twice the population of Scarborough.  I was surprised to discover that 

some older commentators thought that the reference here was to children, and specifically 

children under two.  Think of how many older children, adolescents and adults that would 

necessitate if it were the case.  In the ancient world, even a ‘great’ city like Nineveh would have 

been quite modest by our standards.  And you might be puzzled by the reference to the animals 

(cattle) at the end of the verse, but look back to chapter 3, verses 7 and 8 and you’ll see that 

they had been included in the king’s call to fast and wear sackcloth.  Perhaps it signified 

something of cultural importance for Nineveh. 

  All in all, the book ends in a very strange way.  We, and Jonah, are left with this final question, 

essentially God is saying, ‘Why should I not do as I please?’  We don’t know how Jonah 

responded except that he wrote the book.  But I’m not sure that it’s a question that can even be 

answered, perhaps by keeping quiet Jonah was at last doing the right thing, but it should prompt 

us to consider our ways. 

 

4. Four issues that arise from Jonah chapter 4 

Jonah does not come off well in this chapter, not that we have the right to sit and judge him; when we 

examine our own attitudes and assumptions, we may well find we share his views.  So, what can we 

learn?  



1. Beware of narrowing God’s purposes.  Jonah thought that it was all about him and his people, 

the Israelites.  That’s why he found it hard to accept that God could show mercy to the people of 

Nineveh.  Indeed, there are some writers who suggest that the whole purpose of the Book of 

Jonah was to remind Israel that they were meant to be a light to the nations, God’s witnesses in 

the world.  Does that sound familiar?  We Christians, the Church, are called by Jesus Christ to 

be salt and light, to go and make disciples.  Too often we are so taken up with our own 

concerns and the life of our own churches, that we find it hard to accept that God can bless 

other people or other places.  I remember hearing of two churches in a town in the US that were 

hosting ‘revivals’ – that’s a series of evangelistic meetings, not an outpouring of the Holy Spirit – 

over the same weekend.  One church was Baptist, the other Methodist.  After the meetings one 

of the Baptists was heard to remark, ‘Well, we didn’t have much of a revival, but, thank God, the 

Methodists didn’t either.’  Do we want Trinity to be blessed?  I’m sure we do, but if God chooses 

to bless others in other places, we should rejoice in that too. 

2. God needs our active involvement to work out his purposes.  Could God have exercised that 

prerogative of mercy if Jonah had not gone to Nineveh?  I think not.  Paul writes (Ro 10:14): 

‘How can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without 

someone preaching to them?’  Now, I’m not suggesting that we each take to the streets of 

Scarborough proclaiming, “Forty more days and Scarborough will be overthrown.” (3:4) (a tidal 

wave in the North Sea perhaps?)  But we all have something to contribute to the progress of 

Christ’s kingdom, whether that’s preaching like Jonah, or something more mundane and 

practical, like putting out the chairs or making the coffee.  The modern missionary movement in 

the UK began with a young man named William Carey.  When he first mooted the idea of 

reaching out to the people of India he was told in no uncertain terms, ‘If God wants to convert 

the heathen, young man, he will do it without your help.’  Thankfully Carey ignored the advice.  

If God’s kingdom is to advance, it needs the active involvement of his people. 

3. Forgiveness has a cost.  Did God’s decision to spare Nineveh appear weak to Jonah?  Perhaps 

you’ve come across someone who’s said, ‘Well that’s all very well for God, but I could never 

forgive so and so!’, or the person who knows that what they are doing is wrong, but cheerfully 

pipes up, ‘It’s OK, I hear that God is very forgiving.’  The New Testament clearly demonstrates 

that the mercy and grace that come so freely to us cost God dear, he ‘gave his one and only 

Son’ so that we might be forgiven.  It took the cross; it cost the eternal Son of God, Jesus Christ 

the Lord of Glory, his life to make forgiveness possible.  Forgiveness is not saying, ‘It doesn’t 

matter’.  It’s hard to do, to set hurt aside, but Jesus warns us that if we are forgiven, we need to 

forgive others too.  It’s psychologically healthy, but can be emotionally, and sometimes 

physically, costly.  

4. There is breadth in God’s mercy.  To Jonah the Ninevites were beyond the pale, without hope of 

redemption.  Do you feel that’s you sometimes?  But God’s mercy is free, the price is paid, and 

no-one is beyond its reach, whether that’s a thief on a cross, a hardened slaver (John Newton), 

a New York gang leader (Nicky Cruz – ‘Run Baby, Run’), the people of Nineveh or you.  There’s 

an old hymn that puts it so well: 

‘There’s a wideness in God’s mercy, like the wideness of the sea. 

There’s a kindness in God’s justice, which is more than liberty. 

There is welcome for the sinner, and more graces for the good. 

There is mercy with the Saviour, there is healing in his blood. 

For the love of God is broader than the measures of the mind, 

And the heart of the Eternal is most wonderfully kind.’    (F. W. Faber) 


