
Sermon 6: Jonah 4:1-11: Jonah’s anger

OUTLINE

Jonah’s anger
God’s correction  

INTRODUCTION

Jonah is one of several books in the Bible that would not be accepted to be made a 
Hollywood movie; the main reason being that there is no happy ending.  When Jonah comes
to an end we are left with an unresolved issue, does Jonah learn his lesson?  The book ends
with God portraying His compassion to the Assyrians, but Jonah still in the depths of his self-
pity and depression.  Just as 2 Samuel ends with the purchasing of the Temple site, not the 
death of David; and Acts ends with the Gospel having reached Rome not the death of Paul.  
Jonah likewise ends in such a way as to draw attention to the true central character of the 
book God and His grace.  The book of Jonah could have ended at the end of chapter 3, but 
instead we are pushed on to look at God’s dealings with His sinful servant, and how God 
seeks to correct him and sanctify him.  We will look at Jonah’s anger at God’s mercy, and 
God’s mercy on Jonah’s anger.

Jonah’s anger

Chapter 4 begins with the unexpected anger of Jonah.  God has just demonstrated the same
saving grace that He extended to Jonah, but he is not happy.  God who was once angry at 
the sins of Nineveh; so much so that He was going to wipe them out has relinquished His 
anger because the Assyrians have repented.  Jonah is still angry though God is not.  Jonah 
reminds us of our sinful inclination to continue to hate our enemies even though we have 
drunk deeply from the reserves of God’s grace; how obedience to God’s commands can be 
done without love; and how nationalism or revenge can be very tenacious sins in our lives.  
Where we might have expected Jonah to do an easy 180 turn, instead we see the reality 
that our sins are resilient in making themselves known.  Any idealistic notions like: 
obedience in service kills sin quicker, or, sins die a quick death after experiencing God’s 
grace, are shot to the ground.  Jonah is an excellent specimen for us to examine because 
the reality of his sin is just like ours. 

We must note that anger shows our priorities.  Anger is not always sinful.  God gets angry, 
and His anger puts His character and purposes on display.  He gets angry at sin, this shows 
that He is just.  We get angry at the right things sometimes, but like Jonah we get angry 
because our desires are frustrated.  Jonah is concerned for his national interests and his 
desire for revenge.  Anger at God is always misdirected, God can never be in the wrong and 
therefore can never be the legitimate object of our anger.     

Jonah’s uncanny resemblance to ourselves continues in v2.  He moves from irrational anger 
to irreverent complaining in prayer, ‘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.’  Here he reveals that his whole reason for 
running away from God is that he did not want God to show mercy to the enemies of Israel.
He did not want God to show mercy to whoever He wanted to but who Jonah wanted Him 
to.  Jonah did not want to submit to God’s sovereignty in the issue of who He chose to save.

  Secondly, we see that Jonah can see God’s character, yet does not like it for anyone else 
but himself and who he loves.  In Ex 33-34 we see Moses asking God to go with Israel and 
to reveal His glory to Moses.  In these two chapters God gives two explanations of His 
name.  Particularly important to our text is the one where God uses these same descriptions
as Jonah but includes the idea of His sovereignty (Ex 33:18-19), ‘Moses said, "Please show 
me your glory." 19 And he said, "I will make all my goodness pass before you and will 
proclaim before you my name 'The LORD.' And I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious,
and will show mercy on whom I will show mercy.’  Later He says, ‘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, 7 keeping steadfast love for thousands, 
forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who will by no means clear the guilty, 
visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children and the children's children, to the third and
the fourth generation" (Ex 34:6-7).  Jonah wanted the last part of 34:7 to be God’s dealings 
with the Assyrians.  Jonah is guilty of remaking God to suit what He wants.  

‘In the early hours of October 16, 1946, Lutheran minister Henry Gerecke paid a visit to 
members of his small congregation in Nuremberg, Germany. This was no ordinary 
congregation, since the men he was visiting were about to be executed for committing the 
vilest crimes imaginable. One by one, Gerecke walked with his congregants to the gallows. 
When the noose was placed over the first man’s head and he was asked for his last words, 
he gave testimony to his faith in Jesus Christ: “I place all my confidence in the Lamb who 
made atonement for my sins. May God have mercy on my soul.” His name was Joachim von 
Ribbentrop, and until the previous year he had been the foreign minister of Adolf Hitler’s 
Nazi Germany. When first visited by Gerecke 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. Not all of Gerecke’s parishioners were converted. One of them was 
Hermann Goering, chief of the German Luftwaffe and Hitler’s closest colleague. Goering also
attended chapel, but when Gerecke visited him on that last evening, Goering mocked 
Christianity. Within minutes after the pastor left him, Goering committed suicide. Others 
were more like Ribbentrop. When Gerecke first visited the cell of Field Marshal Wilhelm chief
of the German armed forces. He found Keitel 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 oversaw a reign of terror 
that had targeted many Christians, went to the scaffold confessing their sins and asking 
forgiveness from God through faith in Christ. Eight of the Nazi war criminals were accepted 
at the Lord’s Table by Chaplain Gerecke on the basis of a credible profession of faith in 
Christ.”— Jonah & Micah (Reformed Expository Commentaries) by Richard D. Phillips.  As a 



result of Gerecke’s efforts he received hate mail from those who thought that these men did
not deserve to be saved.  This is a lot like Jonah’s attitude.

A couple of issues surface from this: firstly, Jonah thought of his enemies as more sinful and
deserving of death than himself, and therefore felt it unjust of God to save them.  Today a 
similar example would be the unhappy feelings of Jews if Hitler was converted just before 
he died and therefore went to heaven.  We will only be unhappy with the salvation of our 
enemies if we forget our own unworthiness of mercy, and our hearts are gripped by hatred 
not the truth of God’s word.  
Secondly, I think we could make a valid application to the issue of election.  After all, Jonah 
was happy when God chose who he expected, but not happy when God sovereignly decided
for Himself.  Today, there are many who are unhappy at the thought that God shows a 
distinguishing love in election and does not save everyone that we think He should save.  
We too then need to be reminded of Ex 33:19 that God will show mercy on whom He wants 
to show mercy.

The text is rigged to amplify Jonah’s sin and this continues to escalate in v3, ‘Therefore 
now, O LORD, please take my life from me, for it is better for me to die than to live.’  Well, 
if ever there was an example of an overreacting self-pity, there it is.  But what stands out 
about this verse is the way in which the language and ideas are a reversal of Jonah’s earlier 
prayer for God to save his life not kill him.  In Jonah 2 we have the account of Jonah 
drowning and calling out to God to save him, and Gods send the fish to swallow him, and 
Jonah magnifies the Lord, and relishes His grace and covenant love.  Jonah has blown from 
hot to cold, as we are prone to do, and not only is his self-pity evident, but his ingratitude 
as well.  Jonah tops it off in verse 5 by ignoring God’s questioning and goes off in a huff, 
still hoping that God will destroy the city.  

Let us stop and try and sympathise with Jonah for a moment, is it fair that terrible sinners 
get out of being judged?  Perhaps you will want to answer in the typical way, well yes 
otherwise I am in trouble.  But putting our own self-interest aside can people like Jonah feel
indignant that certain people are saved, that they seem to escape judgement, that a 
travesty of justice is committed if the crime is not properly punished?  This I think is a real 
problem and one we will all have to wrestle with.  The answer is that God does take all sin 
seriously, and all sin gets its full reward.  But how can sin gets it full reward and the sinner 
be let off the hook?  Only because Christ has taken the sinners place and suffered the 
sinner’s justice and fulfilled all God’s law requires.  Remember God does not forgive sin 
without paying for it.  

God’s correction

God’s dealings with Jonah are gentle, He does not go on a tirade against him, but begins to 
try and penetrate the irrational anger by drawing him out with questions, v4, ‘Do you do 
well to be angry?’  it has been pointed out that when God asks a question it is never 
because He is looking for information but some other purpose that serves to change our 
perspective.  God turns Jonah’s attention back on his own behaviour to see his sins. 



 It is quite possible that Jonah was only focusing on Assyria’s sins and war crimes and their 
worthiness of God’s punishment.  Often a look in the mirror is the best medicine for a critic. 
God’s patience with Jonah continues as He gives Jonah an object lesson in order that he 
might see the irrationality of his actions, and the sin in his heart in this matter.  God acts in 
unmerited grace towards Jonah in giving him a plant to keep him cool in its shade.  

 The text highlights Jonah hypocritical behaviour by repeating some words in the original.  
4:1 speaks about Jonah being exceedingly angry at God for showing mercy, now Jonah is 
‘exceedingly glad’ for a little shade.  What do you think is being highlighted by this 
deliberate parallel?  Jonah is glad at grace for himself and mad at grace for others.  God 
continues with His lesson.  In v7 God kills the plant so that it no longer gives shade, and in 
v8 God sends a scorching East wind to cause Jonah to nearly faint in discomfort.  This draws
out the poison of Jonah’s sin to the surface and he asks to die again in v8.  Once again God 
asks if He does well to be angry in v9.  Jonah deep in the throws of his irrationality answers,
‘Yes, I do well to be angry, angry enough to die.’  

Before we look at God’s closing words to this letter we should observe that Jonah’s 
happiness was dependent on carnal pleasures and distractions.  A little shade is enough 
pleasure to gloss over his self-pity without dealing with the root problem.  And the removal 
of the shade and a little discomfort reveal that Jonah’s sinful heart has merely been 
distracted not changed.  This is often the case with Christians today.  There are many who 
like Jonah are walking around with big difficulties with God, they may have theological 
disagreements with God, or deep resentments for certain actions in their lives or the lives of
their loved ones.  And instead of dealing with the problem, they look for a little shade to 
make them ‘exceedingly glad.’  That shade may take the form of any sort of pleasure or 
distraction.  Acquiring new things, going on a holiday, building a house, starting a new 
relationship, going on a missions trip, you name it we are able to distract ourselves with 
almost any trite thing.  And it is when the thing that made us glad is removed that we are 
left once again with our unresolved difficulty with God.  A denial of His grace in some area, 
a harboured resentment, a defiant self-pity, an accusation against His goodness, a protest 
against the way He has chosen to order your life or the life of someone else.  It is a mercy 
for God to remove the shade, to let us feel the cauldron of our own sin and then ask us, ‘Do
we do well?’  This forces us to address the wrong attitudes and beliefs that are governing 
our inner and outer life; the issues that drove Jonah onto the ship to Tarshish to begin with.

God helps Jonah to see that his petty concerns are trivial in light of the bigger issues of 
missions.  ‘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?’  Jonah’s pity for the plant was a
self-pity because had lost the benefit its unearned shade.  He put his single creature comfort
before the eternal issues of 120 000 spiritually ignorant people who he had pitied earlier 
(2:8), and the destruction of animals, never mind plants.  Jonah is exposed for the selfish 
concerns that drive his anger, the lack of compassion for anyone else but himself, and a 



forgetfulness of his own undeservedness of God’s grace in his life.  Think on those words 
‘who do not know their right hand from their left hand.’  This is a way you would describe a 
child, it is not the way you would describe a nation of war criminals.  Why does God do this?
He is trying to teach Jonah how to see his enemies, Jesus teaches us the same lesson when 
on the cross He prays, ‘Father forgive them for they know not what they do.’  It does not 
mean that they are purely ignorant, but rather that they have some gaps in their knowledge
and are in some regard victims or ignorant and this should be our focus to move us to pity 
not anger.  We always rush to make those who disagree with guilty instead of innocent, this
is how we change that instinct to imitate God.    

The story ends without resolution leaving these issues hanging in the air to test our own 
hearts with.

Jonah is almost the worst prophet ever.  Elijah was sinful and wished to die, Jonah out does
Elijah’s self-pity; Jonah runs from God, gets angry at God, argues with God, and accuses 
God more than any other prophet.  For this reason he is one of my favourite characters and 
someone I can relate to.  Seeing God’s grace to him encourage me.  But let me end our 
meditations on the book of Jonah not by comparing Jonah to ourselves but to Christ.  
Compare this prophet who sits outside Nineveh hoping that it will be judged to the tearful 
Savior in Jerusalem, Luke 19:41-44, ‘And when he drew near and saw the city, he wept over
it, 42 saying, “Would that you, even you, had known on this day the things that make for 
peace! But now they are hidden from your eyes. 43 For the days will come upon you, when 
your enemies will set up a barricade around you and surround you and hem you in on every
side 44 and tear you down to the ground, you and your children within you. And they will not
leave one stone upon another in you, because you did not know the time of your visitation.”
Compare the prophet who would rather die than see his enemies saved to the one who died
to see His enemies saved.  The books end with us not knowing where Jonah will go, this 
open endedness places the issue squarely before us, are we like the compassionless Jonah 
or our compassionate Saviour?  

      
                                  


