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An Angry Sinner in the Hands of a Merciful God (Jonah 4) 

 

Please turn with me one last time the book of Jonah and to its last chapter. 

Next week we’ll be in Philippians. I like going back and forth from OT to 

NT, and different types of book (from John’s gospel to Jonah’s prophecy to 

Paul’s letter to a church). But I’ve really enjoyed looking at this story many 

of us have heard from days of VBS or SS or we can still see the pictures of 

it from Children’s Bibles or flannel-graph sets. And there’s a lot more to the 

picture, we’ve been seeing, and the story goes much deeper than the water 

Jonah was thrown into, and it’s much bigger than the big fish. We saw last 

time his big God brought about what seems to be the biggest revival to date. 

 

Nineveh was in ancient Assyria, modern day Iraq. In this region the tower 

of Babel was built where God scattered the nations and then right after that 

God called a man named Abraham from Ur, also in modern Iraq. God told 

Abraham in the land of Iraq that all nations of earth will be blessed in and 

with Israel. The father of later Israelis was originally what we'd call Iraqi 

and his calling was to be a father of many nations who shared Israel's faith. 

Isaac and Jacob both married women from the family in Iraq territory today, 

so this land actually was home to Jonah’s forefathers. Did Jonah remember 

his ancestry and the promise to Abraham in this land that Israel was to bless 

all nations? If he had, he would’ve rejoiced that in this land God promised 

to Israel (Egypt to Euphrates) the greatest revival in history occurred, a part 

of that blessing promised, and a preview of God’s great work in the future.  

 

As amazing as it is that Nineveh, a city in Assyria became worshippers of 

God, the prophet Isaiah spoke of a greater future work like this in Assyria 

and in Egypt, 2 of Israel’s OT arch-enemies. Isaiah 19:18 prophecies a day 

when ‘there will be five cities in the land of Egypt that…swear allegiance to 

the LORD of hosts…he will send them a savior [Yeshua, Hebrew for Jesus, 

Isa 19:23 promises] Egyptians will worship with the Assyrians. 24In that day 

Israel will be the third with Egypt and Assyria, a blessing in the midst of the 

earth, 25 whom the LORD of hosts has blessed, saying, “Blessed be Egypt my 

people, and Assyria the work of my hands, and Israel my inheritance.”  

 

Israel and Assyrians and Egyptians worshiping God together are prophesied 

to be a blessing in the middle east in the midst of the earth, and Jonah got to 

see the first-fruits of that, and the greatest illustration in Bible times of the 

promise to Abraham for nations to be blessed in and with Abraham’s seed. 

Jonah should’ve rejoiced to see psalms fulfilled of king and nations bowing. 



2 

 

2 

 

But Jonah 4 doesn't end on a high note or a happy ending we might expect.  

Jonah 4:1 But it displeased Jonah exceedingly, and he was angry. 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. 3 Therefore now, O LORD, please 

take my life from me, for it is better for me to die than to live.” 4 And the 

LORD said, “Do you do well to be angry?” 5 Jonah went out of the city and 

sat to the east of the city and made a booth for himself there. He sat under it 

in the shade, till he should see what would become of the city. 6 Now the 

LORD God appointed a plant and made it come up over Jonah, that it might 

be a shade over his head, to save him from his discomfort. So Jonah was 

exceedingly glad because of the plant. 7 But when dawn came up the next 

day, God appointed a worm that attacked the plant, so that it withered. 8 

When the sun rose, God appointed a scorching east wind, and the sun beat 

down on the head of Jonah so that he was faint. And he asked that he might 

die and said, “It is better for me to die than to live.” 9 But God said to 

Jonah, “Do you do well to be angry for the plant?” And he said, “Yes, I do 

well to be angry, angry enough to die.” 10 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. 11 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?”  

 

Let’s pray. Our gracious, merciful God, abounding in steadfast love, slow to 

anger despite our sinful anger, open eyes to see your care for your creation 

and the nations. You have shown us a God of compassion, a God of pity, 

show us again in your Word. Help us to hear your voice to us as clearly as 

Jonah heard it. Ask these questions of our hearts, O Lord, and challenge us 

in our narrowness or prejudice or selfishness or bitterness, and change us by 

your mercy so we would show your mercy to others, in the name of Jesus.   

 

Review of context: chapter 1 shows God’s patience as Jonah was prodigal, 

chapter 2 shows God’s pardon as Jonah was praying, chapter 3 shows God’s 

power as Jonah is preaching, chapter 4 shows His pity as Jonah is protesting 

 

Outline: 

1. Jonah’s protest to God (v. 1-3) 

2. God’s parenting of Jonah (v. 4-6) 

3. God’s pity for sinners (v. 7-11) 
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First, Jonah’s protest to God 

In chapter 1 Jonah runs from God to Tarshish, in chapter 2 he runs to God 

in prayer, in chapter 3 he runs with God preaching the word, but in chapter 

4 he tries to run God. Jonah talks as if he can run things better than God, as 

if he thinks he can run for the office of God’s Chief Counsel. Jonah runs his 

mouth to God. You'd think Jonah would have learned his lesson after being 

swallowed by a fish's mouth and spending 3 days in a place hard to stomach 

- but Jonah's mouth spews out something far worse than the big fish's vomit. 

Jonah prayed for God to keep him alive in the fish's belly, now he prays for 

God to kill him as he'd rather die than see God's grace to Ninevites he hated.  

v. 3b:'...please take my life from me, for it is better for me to die than to live' 

 

Then again at the end of v. 9: '...Yes, I do well to be angry, angry enough to 

die.' This sounds a bit melodramatic, doesn't it? This sounds like our kids if 

they don't get what they want sometimes, they say things like they're gonna 

die if they don't get it. But adults sometimes say things like, 'I'd rather die 

than...' Back in chapter 1, in a storm God sent because Jonah disobeyed, he 

told the sailors 'throw me overboard.' It says the sailors knew it would mean 

instant death in a storm like that. Jonah wasn't motivated by heroism there, 

like a soldier falling on a grenade so others would live. He wasn't suicidal, 

he could have thrown himself overboard instead of insisting the sailors do it 

and put that guilt on them. Jonah's no hero and has no love for others, he's 

motivated by hate, and would rather be killed than go minister to Nineveh. 

He could have repented on the boat and asked them to take him back to land 

toward Nineveh, but it's clear he'd much rather die than see Ninevites live.   

 

His words are not only dripping with prejudice, narrowness and bitterness, 

his words are pouring self-centeredness in v. 2: 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... ('I/me/my' 8x in v. 2-3) 

 

What's eating Jonah? Chapter 1 ends with a fish eating Jonah, now chapter 

4 ends with something else eating Jonah. There's something worse than fish 

stomach acid Jonah was in for 3 days, there's a sin in him that can be in us, 

that eats us like an acid inside us for many years: resentment, resistance to 

God's will, rebellion when we don't get what we want. You don't have to be 

a racist for this to apply to you. Anytime we're displeased when things don't 

go the way we think they should like v. 1, if we go to anger, we're in danger 

like Jonah was. The word 'anger' is only one letter away from 'danger.' Just 

add one letter, 'd,' and anger turns to danger - anger is very close to danger.   
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v. 1: But it displeased Jonah exceedingly, and he was angry. He's infuriated, 

literally the idea is this seemed like a great evil. His injustice meter blows a 

gasket, his 'right and wrong radiator' just overheated, and he explains in v. 2 

he knew God's gracious, that's why he didn't want to go to offer them grace! 

In Jonah 3:4 he only preached judgment, the city overthrown in 40 days, but 

Jonah knew from scripture that same word overthrow was used of how God 

said He would destroy the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah. God had said that 

if there were 10 righteous people in it He wouldn't destroy them. How much 

more, Jonah would've known, if they all repented, as chapter 3, v. 5 says the 

least to the greatest did, even the king of Nineveh. In Jeremiah 17:7, God 

says 'If at any time I declare concerning a nation or a kingdom, that I will ... 

destroy it, and if that nation, concerning which I have spoken, turns from its 

evil, I will relent of the disaster that I intended...'  same phrase at the end of 

Jonah 4:2, where Jonah says he knew God would be '...relenting of disaster.' 

 

Jonah thinks this is a disaster that God didn't bring disaster on the Ninevites. 

Do you see the irony in v. 2 as Jonah is so quick to complain in anger about 

how God is 'slow to anger'? Jonah was all for a gracious God for himself in 

the ocean and in the sea creature, but he doesn't think others deserve grace 

(as if he did, forgetting grace by definition is undeserved). Jonah reveals his 

heart and his lack of love as he protests God's abounding steadfast love. It's 

especially ironic that v. 2 is a verse from God's Word he's quoting to God as 

justification for Jonah's merciless anger about God's merciful attitude. He's 

quoting from Ex 34, and that very context was where Moses prayed for God 

to be merciful to sinful people who hadn't repented yet (34:6-9). The section 

Jonah quotes from is about God relenting disaster on undeserving sinners as 

a man prays for them, appealing to Abraham, father of nations (32:11-14). 

But not all of Abraham's many sons wanted to share grace, or all Americans 

 

Joachim von Ribbentrop had been foreign minister of Adolf Hitler’s Nazi 

Germany, but the year after the war ended, a minister came from America 

to share the gospel with convicted war criminals. Richard Phillips writes: 

 ‘When first visited by [a missionary] in the Nuremberg prison where 

the war crimes trial was taking place, Ribbentrop had listed a long string of 

objections to the Christian faith. But under the faithful preaching of the 

gospel in the prison chapel, he had been thoroughly converted and saved … 

Field Marshal Wilhelm Keitel, chief of the German armed forces [was also 

found by the minister] reading his Bible and professing Christ. Two others, 

Fritz Sauckel, the Nazi head of labor supply, described as the cruelest slave 

master since Pharaoh, and Wilhelm Frick, who as minister of the interior 



5 

 

5 

 

oversaw a regime of terror that had targeted many Christians, went to the 

scaffold confessing their sins and asking forgiveness from God through 

faith in Jesus. 8 of the Nazi war criminals were accepted at the Lord’s Table 

by Chaplain Gereke on the basis of a credible profession…Not everyone is 

prepared to accept the idea of the grossest sinners finding salvation in 

Christ. This explains why Gereke received so many abusive letters when he 

returned to America for ministering to the Nazis. Had the prophet Jonah 

been living, he might have sent one of these letters’ (Phillips, Jonah, 53-54)  

 

It doesn't make Jonah's response excusable, but it's explainable, since Israel 

viewed Assyrian Nineveh the way ISIS terrorists are viewed in our modern 

world. Who would you just as soon not see receive mercy, or not personally 

want to interact with or love? Radical Muslims, Mexican drug cartel? Will 

we rejoice if a whole prison got saved of the worst child and sex abusers? In 

Jonah's mind, that's like all Nineveh being saved so he's not about to rejoice. 

How do you feel when someone you believe to be guilty of horrible crimes 

is not found to be guilty and it doesn't seem like they'll get deserved justice? 

How do we feel if someone seems to get away with murder? How do our 

black brethren feel if a seemingly unjust verdict comes down on the killing 

of an unarmed black man? I don't have all facts, but how does a family feel?  

 

What if your job was to go to death row and announce to all the worst mass 

murderers and serial rapists their execution would be in 40 days? What if all 

of a sudden a revival broke out, and all not only become Christians, what if 

the governor relented of the death penalty they deserved and were promised 

40 days later? What if he gave them an indefinite reprieve and said, 'it won't 

be in 40 days after all and until further notice all executions are suspended?' 

Remember, justice is getting what is deserved. Mercy is not getting what is 

deserved. We like that for ourselves. We all deserve death for our sins, the 

wages of sin is death, but by God's undeserved mercy we're still alive today. 

Without mercy, Jonah's mouth would have no breath for his protest to God. 

 

Which takes us to the 2nd part of the text: God's parenting of Jonah 
4 And the LORD said, “Do you do well to be angry?” 5 Jonah went out of the 

city and sat to the east of the city and made a booth for himself there.  

How does God deal with a meltdown? How does God respond to a temper 

tantrum? How does God parent an angry child? How does God deal with 

drama queen statements, or disrespect, or defiance? Immediate consequence 

or bringing the hammer down or ramping up the harshness is how we might 

respond, but notice the gentleness and patience God parents His child with. 



6 

 

6 

 

God knows a harsh word stirs up anger. God's wisdom doesn't answer a fool 

according to his folly or provoke His child to further anger. His Word says 

God knows gentle answers can turn away wrath, and He gently gives Jonah 

something for him to answer. God speaks a calm corrective word and rather 

than engaging His son in that emotional irrational state and exasperating the 

situation further, God gives him space and time to think about what he said 

and what he's doing. Some of your translations say He asked 'Do you have 

good reason' or 'right to be angry' or 'is it right'? What's eating you, church? 

What are you angry about? Is it a righteous anger, a concern for the glory of 

God, or is it about you? Is this anger bringing about good in you, is it for a 

good reason, and is it doing you good and making you feel well? Do you let 

the sun go down on your anger? James 1 says the anger of man can't bring 

about the righteousness of God, so lay aside all self-righteous self-justifying 

 

God patiently let Jonah go off. He gave the rebel time to think about God's 

Word in relation to what he was doing and if it was right or good for him, if 

it was doing well for his soul. Jonah seems to want to isolate himself like in 

chapter 1 where he's withdrawn from the rest in the lower part of the boat. If 

it was some of us parents we'd either chase him down and keep nagging and 

hardening him, or another parental temptation could be just let him go and 

wash our hands of him, maybe even want to see him suffer for he did to me. 

 

But notice in v. 6 how God the Father parents him, showing Jonah kindness 

and undeserved mercy: 6 Now the LORD God appointed a plant and made it 

come up over Jonah, that it might be a shade over his head, to save him 

from his discomfort. So Jonah was exceedingly glad because of the plant. 

That's the polar opposite emotion of how exceedingly mad he was in v. 1 at 

a people getting mercy, now he's exceedingly glad at a plant giving mercy 

to him. This rebellious son didn't deserve it, that's the whole point! God's 

merciful relief and rescue from misery is only by His undeserved grace! 
[he’s saved from discomfort but doesn’t want them saved from damnation!] 

So there Jonah sits, a prophet who's acting like a punk. There's celebrations 

going on in Nineveh now that the 40 days have come and gone without the 

judgment they deserved. They're getting the party started to rejoice in God's 

pity, but all Jonah can do is have his own private pity-party. He has no joy 

in a pagan city being spared God's wrath, his only joy is in a plant sparing 

him from the heat. He's exceedingly angry God gave showers of blessings 

on the head of Nineveh, but he's ecstatic that God gave shade over his head. 

And all the while God keeps providing for the physical and felt needs of a 

sinful willful child. It's God's kindness that moves to repentance (Rom 2:4). 
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Think of the father's compassion to the prodigal son, think of the celebration 

when the lost was found, but for Jonah's response to the celebration think of 

the older brother's reaction, which was a rebuke to the self-righteous Jews: 

In Lk 15:28: 'The older brother became angry and refused to go in. So his 

father went out and pleaded with him. 29 But he answered his father, ‘Look! 

All these years I’ve been slaving for you...[but he] has squandered your 

property with prostitutes comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!’”  

 

The father tries to explain to the older brother 'But we had to celebrate and 

be glad, because...he was lost and is found.’ That's a parable of salvation, a 

lost sinner found by the mercy of God the Father whose arms are open to 

any sinner who will repent. Jesus told that story to rebuke the Pharisees 

protesting 'this man welcomes sinners!' A religious self-righteous attitude 

had infected so many in Israel from Jonah to Jesus' day, but Lk 15 shows 

God the Father's heart not only welcomes sinners, God rolls out a royal red 

welcome carpet, He runs to them, He throws arms of compassion around 

any prodigal or pagan and throws a party in heaven when 1 sinner repents. 
[O Pharisee, if you don't celebrate grace, you don't know it] 

Which takes us from God's parenting of Jonah to God's pity for sinners 

From sinners in the hands of an angry God, to Jonah, an angry sinner in the 

hands of a merciful God. For the sake of time, I won’t focus on the weed in 

v. 6 or the worm in v. 7, or the wind in v. 8, or the whining of Jonah in v. 8-

9. It was all an object lesson for the wonderful merciful Savior for sinners in 

v. 10-11. God speaks through His creation and His creatures in this book for 

the sake of those He's created in His own image. He used a wind in chapter 

1 and again in chapter 4, storm in chapter 1 and sun in chapter 4, a big fish 

in chapter 1 and a little worm in chapter 4 like a very hungry caterpillar. But 

it's striking, if not surprising, chapter 4 ends with God talking about 'cattle.'  

 

The point of how this book ends isn't that there are sacred cows to God or 

how to help us not have a cow like Jonah. It's not a superficial statement, it's 

a lesser-to-greater idea: if God cares even for the cattle in Nineveh, so much 

more must He care for those created in His image! If Jonah cared so much 

for this inanimate plant in Nineveh, why shouldn't God care for its people?  
 9 But God said to Jonah, “Do you do well to be angry for the 

plant?” And he said, “Yes, I do well to be angry, angry enough to die.” 10 

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. 
11 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...  
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Little children who don't yet know which hand is left or right are usually in 

pre-school or younger, so that's why some scholars estimate the population 

of Nineveh as 600K-1M (and maybe included a metropolis of other cities in 

the term Nineveh). Others say it means spiritually undiscerning and may be 

the whole population, either way it's by far the greatest mass conversion in 

biblical history. 3,000 repented in Acts 2, greater untold thousands repented 

in Jonah 3, but the point is God's pity or compassion to save many and any. 

The amazing grace in this book isn’t just to Nineveh, it’s to Jonah and to us.  

 

The point of the text isn’t for us to shake our heads at Jonah, as if what he 

does here is beyond us. But for the mercy of God, this could be us, and at 

times it is us. Not always in the same way or for the same reason but we can 

feel we deserve mercy, but not others. I may not say it, but I can think I’m 

better than others. You like grace for yourself but not others. We take joy in 

things more than people. I complain when God turns up the heat. People 

withdraw or isolate ourselves like Jonah did as he goes outside the city to be 

a separatist. Like him I can get angry when life doesn’t go the way I think it 

should. You can resent when others receive God’s favor but why don’t you 

get what you want? Many of us spiral into self-pity and depression where it 

doesn’t seem like life is worth living. But God cares for Ninevite cattle and 

Ninevites and Ninevite-haters and should He not care for us for pity’s sake? 

 

We need to look one last time to the One greater than Jonah who is here, the 

only Hero in this book is Jesus. The book closes with a question and doesn’t 

give us the resolution, maybe so the reader will see the answer we need and 

ultimately Jesus is the answer. God was exceedingly displeased with sin but 

Jesus came to turn away God’s wrath. Jonah felt sinfully angry enough to 

die, Jesus died for Jonah's sinful anger and ours. Jonah set up his booth or 

shelter, the Hebrew word sukkoth should have reminded him of the booths 

Israel was to set up to picture their shelter in the Lord at the Feast of Booths 

or Tabernacles. Jesus fulfilled that, He became flesh as a tabernacle among 

us (Jn 7:2, 1:14). He is the ‘the shelter of the Most High, the shadow of the 

Almighty’ where we can find true and lasting relief (Ps 91:1). Psalms speak 

of the Lord as our shade so the sun won’t strike us by day (121:5) and Jesus 

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

 

Should He not have mercy on sinners? Shouldn’t we have His mercy? ‘Tis 

mercy all, immense and free. If there was mercy for Nineveh and mercy for 

Jonah, there’s mercy for you in Christ. And if you struggle to show mercy 

to someone, look at Jonah and look to Jesus and His undeserved mercy to us  


