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        Finally! We have finally come to what I consider to be the central passage 

in the book of Jonah. I remind you that the central feature of the book is not 

the big fish. This is not the story of Jonah and the whale. Rather, this book is a 

tug of war between the God of Scripture and His servant. The tug throughout 

the book is over the issue of mercy. Does God have the right to extend mercy to 

whom He pleases? That is the question posed in the book. Now, the book 

presents a clear answer to that question, even if the book ends with the question 

open regarding Jonah. We never do find out how the issue was resolved for 

Jonah. 

 

        But today’s passage at the beginning of chapter 4 is quite disturbing. In 

fact, it is one of the more disturbing passages in all of Scripture. I mean, 

seriously, Jonah gets “exceedingly angry” at God…for showing mercy to a city 

of people who repent of their sins. That’s disturbing. Then he goes on to pray 

that God would take his life. That’s disturbing!!! 

 

        But then, and this is the hard part, we recognize that the book of Jonah is 

not just a story about a man’s life. It comes to us as the word of God. It is 

meant to instruct, exhort, to change our lives. So, in the story, who are we to 

relate ourselves to? Are we sailors on the ship? Perhaps a few of us. The people 

of Nineveh? Not many of us. Jonah? Absolutely. We are the people of God, the 

spokesmen for God, who live in an environment where there are a lot of 

Ninevites. And what is our attitude when such Ninevites are shown mercy by 

God rather than fall under God’s judgment? The truth is that we are prone to 



desire mercy for us and the people we care about, and judgment, justice for all 

the others, the ones we don’t like. That is who we are. We are Jonah! 

 

        Are you catching the point? In a moment we are going to read this short 

text and be disgusted by it. And then we are going to find out that this is us, this 

is who we are and how it looks when we act like Jonah. So, as we read the text, 

remember that it is describing people like us. READ Jonah 4:1-4. 

 

Main point: As God’s people, we must share His perspective on lost people and 

His desire to show mercy. 

 

        In other words, the picture we have before us was designed by God to 

disgust us…until we realize that we are looking in a mirror. The person, the 

people in the picture are us…far too often. And it has to change if we are to be 

useful to God for the advancement of His kingdom. His people ought to share 

His perspective. And at the core of God’s being are character qualities like grace, 

mercy, and love. Yes, we all see that, we know that, yes we all sing of His mercy 

toward us. But then, when that same mercy is extended toward others, we don’t 

like it. But by definition, the people who receive the benefits of those qualities 

will not deserve it. We didn’t deserve it! How dare we think that others must 

deserve it? We must embrace the fact that our God is merciful, and He extends 

that mercy to people like us and others not like us. That has to be okay with us. 

With Jonah, God says to us this morning, “Do you have a right to be angry?” (2 

parts) 

I. We ought not get angry when God acts according to His character. vv. 1-3 

 

        As we read this description of Jonah, it looks foolish. It looks childish and 

disgusting. This sounds like a toddler in the midst of a temper tantrum. But 



again, as much as this looks foolish to us, we must use it as a mirror and remind 

ourselves that it looks just as foolish when we do it ourselves. 

 

v.1- But it displeased Jonah exceedingly, and he was angry. 

 

Now, just for fun, how should this sentence read? As Jonah delivers his message 

and then sees all these people coming to a place of true, heartfelt repentance, 

seeing them humble themselves before his God, what should have been going 

through his mind? Here’s my rendition. 

 

“Thank you, Lord. You have allowed someone like me, who has run away from 

you to deliver a message of salvation to a people who desperately needed to hear 

it. I have done so and now look! The whole city has become zealous for you. I 

fully recognize that this has nothing to do with me and everything to do with 

you. This is amazing! I am humbled to be a part of it. Thank you for being a 

God of such grace and mercy. You’ve extended it to me and now you’ve 

extended it to these. It will take some getting used to, to call them my brothers 

and sisters, but I know that eventually it will be a joy to do so. I can only 

imagine what might happen next to this group of new believers! What might 

happen with a whole city on fire for God? What would you like me to do next?” 

 

That is what Jonah should have said. That would reflect the heart of someone 

who gets it. It is a perspective of awe and thankgiving. But is that what we got? 

No! Instead, the description here is that Jonah was “displeased exceedingly, 

angry.” He was over the top angry with God. Seeing this large group of people 

who previously did not know God, who actually persecuted the people of God, 

seeing them repent and God relent from His plan to overturn them made Jonah 

angry, exceedingly angry. Why? What was the problem? He gives us a clue in the 

next sentence. 



 2 And he prayed to the LORD and said, “O LORD, is not this what I said 

when I was yet in my country? That is why I made haste to flee to Tarshish; for 

I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger and abounding 

in steadfast love, and relenting from disaster. 

 

Jonah cries out to God. So far so good. He then lets us as readers into what was 

going through his mind when he did the inexplicable, when he rebelled against 

God’s directions in the most opposite way possible. He went to Tarshish 

instead of Nineveh. Or, as we might better understand it, when God sent Jonah 

to Chicago, he got on a boat headed to Hawaii. Now he is telling us why he did 

it. As we have been hinting all along it is the opposite of what we might expect. 

He was not afraid of going to Nineveh. He was not opposed to delivering a 

message of doom for such people. Instead, he knew God and knew what God’s 

plans might be for such a people. As we see here, Jonah knew God’s character. 

He knew God was gracious, merciful, slow to anger, abounding in steadfast love. 

He delighted in refraining from causing disaster. This is what Jonah knew about 

God! He knew that God did not delight in causing people’s demise. He delights 

in showing grace and mercy, of extending love to those who do not deserve it. 

He knew that if God sent him to Nineveh with such a message, that what God 

was REALLY planning was to save those people. 

 

Now, why might Jonah think that? As a prophet, Jonah was surely used to 

delivering a message from God of bad news. This is what the prophets did. 

They were not sent with messages like, “Hey people, you’re doing great.  Keep 

up the good work! Good things are headed your way.” No, I can’t think of 

prophets who got to deliver that sort of message. Instead, the message of the 

prophets was usually, “You are on a wrong course. You need to stop right now 

or I’m going to destroy you!” That’s the normal sort of prophet message. 

 



And yet, there must have been a history of Jonah seeing God turn that message 

around into something really good. He might be saying “40 more days until 

disaster strikes you!” But in reality, the message was, “Okay people, I’m ready to 

extend mercy to you. Are you ready?” Yes, it is my opinion that Jonah must 

have seen how God turns around rebellious people. He knew God well enough 

to know that a message might reflect different intentions from the words 

themselves. He must have known this from his own life, the previous times he 

had delivered such messages and from his knowledge of the Scriptures 

themselves. God has ALWAYS been like this, because this is who He is. 

 

Consider Exodus 34:6. See if these words of Moses sound a bit like Jonah 4:2, 

“The LORD passed before him and proclaimed, “The LORD, the LORD, a 

God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and 

faithfulness,” This is who He is. This is His character. He has shown Himself 

to be like this time after time after time. We ought to expect Him to act out of 

this character. We ought not expect Him to deviate from His character. We 

ought to thank Him for the honor of being the beneficiaries of His acts of such 

grace and mercy, not be angry when He does so for others. 

 

Now, before we move on, I would like to put you to the test. This would 

ordinarily come at the end of the message, but I am inserting it here so that you 

might change your perspective for the rest of the sermon. Admit it, we read and 

ponder Jonah’s perspective here on the showing of mercy to lost people and it 

disgusts us. Right? Right? How could Jonah be like that? Really? Are we so 

different? Let’s look at it historically: we’ve recently studied the book of Acts. 

How did the Hebrew heritage believers treat the widows of those Greek 

speaking believers among them? So poorly that they had to come up with a food 

distribution committee to keep things fair. And how did it go when Paul started 

to preach the good news among the Gentiles? Did that go smoothly? Did the 

Jewish Christians welcome the Gentile Christians as brothers and sisters? No, it 

seems to me that Paul was not loved for that. I think he got put on trial and 



eventually sent to Rome for that when God showed mercy to the Gentiles. 

Right? 

 

Indeed, a common theme for the NT epistles is that the Church was divided 

over the issue of Jewish/Gentile believers. Right? And it has divided consistently 

throughout history. Not only has this been true by nationality, or heritage, but it 

has also been true by race, by class, by styles of worship. There are a host of 

issues that divide. But this is also true for us personally. And this is where I’m 

going. 

 

Hear these words from Romans 12:14-21. 

 

Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them.  15 Rejoice with 

those who rejoice, weep with those who weep.  16 Live in harmony with one 

another. Do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly. Never be wise in your 

own sight.  17 Repay no one evil for evil, but give thought to do what is 

honorable in the sight of all.  18 If possible, so far as it depends on you, live 

peaceably with all.  19 Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath 

of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.”  20 

To the contrary, “if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him 

something to drink; for by so doing you will heap burning coals on his 

head.”  21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 

 

Now, I’d like for you to think of someone who has persecuted you, harmed you, 

caused you much grief. I’d prefer it to be someone you would not naturally love, 

but rather someone you’d naturally hate. Do you have someone in mind? Surely 

there is such a person. Now, I’d like you to pray for them a prayer of blessing. 

“Lord bless ____. Show him mercy, be gracious to him. Extend to him the 

mercy that he did not extend to me. I give up the right to be angry with him any 



more. I do not want you to punish him. Instead, I pray for his blessing.” There, 

how did that feel? Are you all warm and fuzzy inside? Or might you be just a bit 

like Jonah, who wanted mercy for himself, but judgment for others?    

 

3 Therefore now, O LORD, please take my life from me, for it is better for me 

to die than to live.” 

 

         I cannot even fathom these words. I don’t have the mindset to even 

understand them. And yet, this is the second time we have seen Jonah in such a 

situation. First, he forced the sailors to throw him overboard, to send him to his 

death in the raging sea. He would rather die than go to Nineveh. And now, after 

being rescued by God at the bottom of the sea and agreeing to go to Nineveh, 

after seeing the people repent in the face of calamity, he expresses a similar 

sentiment directly to God. He prays that God would end his life. He claims that 

it would be preferable to die than to live. Why? How would that be “better” for 

him? 

 

        Although the text does not answer that question for us, it seems clear 

enough. He would rather die than live in a world where the Ninevites were his 

brothers and sisters. He would rather die than be sent on another such mission. 

If God wanted to send him on a mission spelling out doom and gloom for a 

people, he would be fine with that AS LONG AS GOD CARRIED 

THROUGH ON HIS INTENTIONS! He wanted no part of this give them 

bad news so that they might repent and turn to God, not for people like that! 

They deserved judgment, not mercy. If living means sending me on another 

“mercy mission,” he’d rather die. He valued his anger fuled attitude more than 

his life. And he wanted GOD to take the blame! It was God’s problem, not his. 

 



I don’t know about you, but that sounds rather strong to me. I think Jonah is 

throwing a fit, acting like a toddler, being uber stubborn. As it stands right now, 

we the readers are drawn to the Ninevites rather than the prophet of God. And 

then we realize we are looking in the mirror! Jonah represents us! 

 

II. We have no right to dictate to God to whom He may show mercy. v.4 

 

        God actually responds to Jonah’s temper tantrum. He responds first in the 

form of a question. After this, He will do so by real life illustration that Pastor 

Kyle will take up next week as he wraps up the book. But for this morning, we 

are left with a question. 

 

        4 And the LORD said, “Do you do well to be angry?” 

 

        I know the wording here is awkward, but I see this as, “do you have the 

right to be angry?” or “Is there a good reason for you to be angry?” Jonah, is 

there any legitimate reason for you to be angry with me when I show mercy? 

Clearly this is a rhetorical question. Clearly the answer is, “No! You have no 

right to be angry.” 

 

        But let’s pause for a moment and seek to understand why. Is there any 

good reason why God ought not extend mercy to a particular person or people? 

Well, perhaps the answer to that is yes! There is every reason in the book for 

God NOT to extend mercy, NOT to relent from judgment, from disaster. 

People who do bad things deserve punishment. Right? Yes, they do. Wicked, 

evil people, oppressors of God’s people deserve punishment. And a central 

message of Scripture and played out most clearly in the book of Revelation is 



that the persecutors of God’s people will receive judgment. It will happen. 

“Vengeance is Mine, I will repay,” says the LORD. 

 

        But that is not the point here. Who is Jonah, who are we to get to 

determine who receives mercy? Is Jonah innocent of persecuting, of wishing ill 

upon God’s people? No! He wanted the Ninevites dead! But God saw them as 

His people. So, Jonah the rebellious sinner wanted people of God’s choosing 

dead, punished for their evil deeds. I am quite confident that he felt he had a 

right to mercy for himself. He may even have thought so at this point. He may 

have pushed God to take his life just so God would say, “No, no, I’m not going 

to take your life. You’re one of mine.” So, he as a clear rebel wanted mercy for 

himself but justice for those he hated. And here, God calls him out on it. “You, 

you Jonah, of all people, you have no right to be angry when I extend mercy to 

someone. I showed mercy to you!” 

 

        Here’s the truth: those who know they have been extended mercy will 

themselves be merciful toward others. Jesus’ parable of the unforgiving servant is 

all about this issue. If you recognize how much God has been merciful to you, 

then you will be willing for Him to extend that mercy to others. You yourself 

will extend such mercy. The only reason you will NOT be willing to show 

mercy yourself is if you don’t really think you have needed God to show you 

such mercy. In other words, your attitude about mercy toward others will reveal 

your understanding of mercy you yourself have received. 

 

        When that issue is solved, you will allow God to show mercy to whomever 

He wishes. After all, He has extended it to you! 

 

        If we believe this passage is the Word of God, then what should be 

different about our lives? 



        1) We will first contemplate the mercy God has shown us. 

        2) We will see others as God sees them. 

        3) We will wish for others what we have received. 

        4) We will celebrate, not complain, whenever God shows mercy. 

        5) We will embrace those God calls to be our brothers. 


