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Jonah Dumfounded!
6th September 2009

Sermon notes

 Jonah Chapter 4

Jonah the Epilogue!

Over the last few weeks we have had the opportunity to sit and listen enthralled as the story of Jonah has been unfolded and retold to us.  If you’ve been away for August then you’ve missed out, but I am sure the series is on the website for you to catch up!

To summarise the story thus far:

Jonah Son of Ammitai – called by God to go to Nineveh the capital of Assyria, Israel and Judah’s enemy, runs in the opposite direction trying to hide himself away anywhere that God cannot find him.  He books a passage on a ship bound for Tarshish (possibly Southern Spain) and is caught up in a violent storm which threatens the lives of all on board.  Jonah owns up to being the fugitive from God and is thrown over board saving the lives of the sailors and the ship.  We know the story – he is swallowed by a great fish where he stays for 3 days and 3 nights (resonances with the Easter story here!)  If you were swallowed by anything big you would pray wouldn’t you? And Jonah did exactly that!  With the result that the fish vomits him up onto dry land.  Faced with God’s call for a 2nd time Jonah now obeys and travels to Nineveh and last week Catherine and the Team explained to us what took place in that very large city and how the King and the Ninevites repented and turned from their evil ways.  Remember the fasting and the sackcloth?  God had compassion on them and did not destroy them as he had threatened to do. 

Now you’d think that after all Jonah had experienced he would be really pleased that more people had come to know God and that he had played his part in that.  The usual consequence when we hear people are saved is to be joyful.  But not Jonah – he is petulant.  Our chapter begins with him being “greatly displeased”!  He became angry and again he prays to the Lord.
Anger is a funny thing!  It often says more about the person who is angry than it does the issue they are angry about!

Publuis Syrus says:  “An angry man is again angry with himself when he returns to reason”

In other words anger doesn’t always help a situation!

Jonah was angry because God granted repentance to the Ninevites who were Assyrians.  The Assyrians were the enemies of Judah and Israel and Jonah wanted God to bring judgement upon the people he hated.  He knew that God was full of grace and mercy and that was why he didn’t want to tell the people of Nineveh about God’s love for them.  Ironically, Jonah himself called on God’s mercy and enjoyed that mercy when it was extended to him.  Now he resents it when it is extended to others.  What if God had treated Jonah in the way Jonah wanted God to treat the Ninevites?

So hateful was Jonah towards the people of Nineveh that he would rather die than contemplate accepting them as redeemed.  Jonah says this was the reason he fled from God’s call – not out of fear that he would be ineffective, but fear that he would be effective!

How many times have we run in the opposite direction because we were afraid that God might use us in a situation and how that might make us look?

Jonah didn’t really want the Ninevites to know and love his God, because this would make them his equal and he couldn’t hate them anymore!  Sometimes we just delight in conflict!

God knows the state of our hearts and so God questions Jonah “Is it right for you to be angry?”

God knew that Jonah was being honest about his feelings and just as you and I might have a conversation with God about an issue – so God likes to remind us about our own vulnerability.  God likes to ask us questions because they reveal our heart and our motives.

(Here are some well known questions that you might remember that God asks in the Bible:

Gen 3
Where are you?  Who told you you were naked?

Gen 4   Where is your brother Abel?

1 Sam 13:11  What have you done?

Isaiah 6 Whom shall I send?  Who will go for us?

Matt 20 What do you want me to do for you?

Luke 22 Are you betraying the Son of Man with a kiss?

Acts 9    Saul, Saul why are you persecuting me?)

If we are angry against God – He will ask us the same question:  “Is it right for you to be angry?”

Our answer when we reach that place of reason is “No, Lord.  You are always right even if I don’t understand you”.

Jonah was angry towards God and he was honest enough to show it, but he needed to repent of his anger and come to terms with himself and his jealousy, in modern language he had some issues that needed to be brought into the open and corrected.

Our story continues with Jonah walking off again and making himself a shelter to give himself shade from the blazing sun and we are told a vine grew around the shelter and provided shade for Jonah. (The vine was probably a caster oil plant with large leaves).  Jonah relaxed and was happier, but his comfort was short-lived as a worm (or probably a vine weevil) chewed at the vine and of course it withered in the hot sun.  The sun blazed down and a strong wind arose and probably blew away any shelter that Jonah had made; stubbornly he sits it out  Exposed to the elements Jonah grows weak and faint and as with most of us who become dehydrated he had negative thoughts – the effect of loss of fluid to the brain makes us grumpy and morose – Jonah wants to die again!
So here comes another question from God – “Do you have a right to be angry about the vine?”
Jonah is his negative state rants: “I do, I am angry enough to die!”
You can almost read between the lines as Jonah says: “Even here I cannot get rid of you God, you even destroyed my shelter and I am exposed to you again!”

Jonah makes three errors that we can all make when we are angry, putting us in a worse place and not a better one.


Jonah quit;


He separated himself from others;


He became a spectator.

If our anger and pride makes us leave a situation, then we can no longer be an influence, we become isolated and we lose the very thing we were fighting for!

Conflict is almost always painful, but can become a life-changing friend.  A fellowship without conflict is not a “real” fellowship.  Situations have to be worked through and honesty should be prized.  Tensions are part of change, resentments and frustrations need to be aired in an accepting environment.

Conflict need not be a foe it can be a friend in disguise.  Conflict is the friend who is ruthless enough to show me how God wants to strip me of my self-centredness, something that is often painful but necessary if I am to grow in the likeness of Jesus
 How do these two paragraphs resonate with you?
Jonah is a fool, a buffoon, and he will go on playing the part with a will.  His refusal  to face the truth he knows about the nature of God and his pre-occupation with himself – even preferring  oblivion to reality, were no doubt designed by the story teller to put his audience to shame.  We need to ask whether they put us to shame any the less?

The story of Jonah is a tale of one extraordinary thing after another.  Perhaps the most extraordinary of all is at the end of chapter 4.

God asks Jonah another question.  One might well have expected him to leave Jonah alone, putting behind him this prophet who continues to try his patience, we can surmise probably much more than the Ninevites and their King.  But God refuses to leave.  He persists in what the Israelites called “steadfast love”.  Ironically Jonah himself has already declared this steadfast love is typical of God’s nature. Verse 2 of chapter 4:“I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity.”
God reminds Jonah:
“You pity the plant for which you did not labour, nor did you make it grow, which came into being in a night and perished in a night.  Should I not pity Nineveh, that great city in which there are more than 120,000 persons.”

In Jonah’s world he ought to feel sorry for the plant which was destroyed so soon and never reached its potential.  In God’s world Jonah ought to share God’s compassion  for the people and animals of Nineveh.

With God’s question the book comes to an end.  Just as with a great deal of Scripture it raises more questions than it answers.  We are not told of Jonah’s response.  We don’t know what happened to Jonah.  This is not a cinema epic there is no Jonah II , or Jonah III nor even a pre-quel “Jonah the early years!”

We are left to imagine what Jonah did next – Did he look for another ship to hide away?  If he says nothing and does nothing then his actions speak louder than words.  Maybe that is the very point!
The allegory of Jonah representing Israel is not lost on the original hearers of the story.  They would not have left the question at the end unanswered.  As the story comes to such an abrupt ending we are left with the story teller asking us the question.

They who knew God and knew that God was gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love had to face the question about the boundaries they had put around his mercy.  Boundaries made of their own devising.  God’s forgiveness and compassion reach into the most dark places and we the readers of the story have to ask ourselves what boundaries do we impose on others and what expectations do we bring into our fellowship?  Are they valid or do we need to experience God’s love and mercy for ourselves afresh? What’s your take on this?
With Jonah the search for security leads him to close off the threatening outside world.  But God wants him to meet with others and to spend time with those he doesn’t get on with and to be flexible enough to move with Him when he asks him to.

Can we learn from Jonah’s mistakes?
Do we put up unnecessary boundaries?  Do we try to keep God to ourselves?

Do we fight change and distance ourselves from conflict or do we engage in positive discussion with God and our neighbour?

Do we prefer security to risk and if so are we missing out on all that God has in store for us? What is your reaction to these statements?
Jonah was more concerned about himself that he was about God.  He didn’t have that treasure store of God’s love in his heart that would enable him to be obedient to God’s call no matter where it led him.  God didn’t need Jonah to change the hearts of the Ninevites, he was quite capable of doing that himself.  What was more important was that Jonah should be willing to carry out God’s wishes and like everything that God asks of us, in the long term Jonah himself would benefit from doing so.  God doesn’t need us to do anything, what he does is invite us to join in with what he is already doing  – what a privilege that is!
Shall we pray?

Father God, we confess that sometimes like Jonah,  we run away in the opposite direction when we know in our heart that if we are obedient to your call we shall only benefit, for you only want the very best for each of us.

If we hear your voice today, please help us to be obedient no matter what the cost to ourselves.  We need help with this Lord, and so we ask that you might help us grow in confidence individually and as a fellowship as we seek to serve you in this place.  Please draw close to us and hear our concerns and conflicts and help us to resolve them, putting you first in all we do and say. Amen
� Conflict Friend or Foe. by Joyce Huggett. Kingsway Publicatons


� Lo and Behold!  the Power of Old Testament storytelling by Trevor Dennis published by  SPCK
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