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Jonah Sermon Series 

Jonah Chapter 4 

Parish of Oxton St Saviour 

 

 

Today, we come to the end of the Jonah 

story, and the final week of our summer 

sermon series.  

As one wit once said,  

Not a story with a whale, but a whale 

of a story!1 

This is a story about hiding from God, a 

story about running away from God. And 

so it is really a story about you and me – 

about all of us – because that’s who we 

are, isn’t it? Human beings, fallen human 

beings, are people who run away from 

God.   
                                                           
1
 Day, John, Problems in the Interpretation of the Book of Jonah, in Woude, A.S. van der 

(Editor), Quest of the Past: Studies in Israelite Religion, Literature and Prophetism, 1990: 
32 
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If we look back at chapter three of the 

Book of Genesis, Adam and Eve eat the 

forbidden fruit, and become disobedient to 

God. This is what we call the Fall – and 

ever since, children of Adam and Eve have 

been sinners, rebels against God.  

The thing about sin is that, no matter how 

tempting sin looks to us initially, it always 

turns out that sin is all about cowering – 

about running and hiding from God. 

Here’s Adam and Eve again, showing us 

how it’s done.  

They heard the sound of the Lord 

God walking in the garden at the time 

of the evening breeze, and the man 

and his wife hid themselves from the 

presence of the Lord God among the 

trees of the garden.2  

                                                           
2
 Genesis 3.8 
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Like our parents, Adam and Eve, we are 

people who hide from God, who run away 

from him. This is why we so often find it 

so difficult to pray; and why we so often 

choose the cramped confines of sin to the 

wild open spaces of life with God. It is why 

we are frightened of spiritual height and 

depth; why we prefer to claim that our 

lives are overfilled, in company with busy 

Martha, rather than giving ourselves time 

to learn how to become fulfilled, at Jesus’ 

feet with Mary.3  

If this is who we so often are, this is who 

Jonah is too. Over the last three weeks, 

we’ve followed Jonah’s story, as he’s run 

away from God – prepared to pay an 

extraordinary price himself, and to inflict a 

great price on others, all so that he can 

hide from God.  

                                                           
3
 Luke 10.38–42 
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Today, we come to chapter 4. The people 

of Nineveh have repented. It is a moment 

of triumph for God’s mercy. But Jonah is 

filled with despair and rage. The 

repentance of Nineveh was, the Bible says, 

“a great evil to Jonah, and he was angry”.4 

You’ll recall that when he was in the boat, 

back in chapter 2, Jonah wanted to run 

away from God so much that he preferred 

                                                           
4
 Jonah 4.1 

death to life. So it is again here, in chapter 

4. Jonah is so keen to be rid of God that 

he asks God to take his life. But now, 

something new happens. For the first time, 

here in chapter 4, Jonah tells us why it is 

that he finds God’s presence so offensive. 

This is what he says:  

O Lord! Is not this what I said when I 

was in my own land? This is why I fled 

to Tarshish in the first place; for I 
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knew that you are a compassionate 

and gracious God, slow to anger, 

abounding in steadfast love, and ready 

to relent from punishing. And now, O 

Lord, please take my life, for it is 

better for me to die than to live.5  

Ask yourself: What is it that offends Jonah 

so much about God? What offends Jonah 

so much is that God wants to be merciful 

                                                           
5
 Jonah 4.2b–3. See also Exodus 34.6 

to Nineveh! But Jonah, in his murderous 

heart, wants to see Nineveh punished for 

its sins, and razed to the ground.  

God refuses to take Jonah’s life. And so, 

instead of dying, Jonah builds a shelter for 

himself and settles down to wait to see 

what will become of the city. He hopes, 

evidently, that Nineveh will return to its 

sin, so that he can see God smacking it 

down. Jonah doesn’t believe that the 
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repentance of the Ninevites is for real. 

And, even if it is for real, he feels it’s all 

too late – in Jonah’s view, saying sorry and 

turning away from your past shouldn’t 

make any difference; you should still get 

punished by God for what you’ve done. I 

just wonder if that sounds familiar to us?  

So God take another tack with Jonah. God 

orders a castor oil plant to grow up 

overnight and provide shade for Jonah. 

Perhaps Jonah sees this merciful gesture as 

a sign that God is coming round to his 

bloody way of thinking; or perhaps he sees 

it simply as an expression of God’s 

concern for his wellbeing.6 Whichever it is, 

God then causes the plant to wither, and 

once again Jonah is enraged. He is so 

                                                           
6
 Simon, Uriel, Jonah, 1999: 40 
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angry, it says, that he “willed himself to 

die”.7 

Now surely at this point, we can all agree 

that Jonah has become ludicrous. How can 

he be that angry about the death of a 

plant? In the story, this is the question 

God asks him too.  

How can you be that angry about the 

death of a plant? And how come it’s 

                                                           
7
 Jonah 4.8 

always entirely about you, Jonah? You 

wanted to get to Tarshish so badly, 

you were prepared to kill the crew of 

the boat in the attempt. You wanted 

to get out of the fish’s belly so badly, 

you were prepared to sing my praises 

just to curry favour. You wanted to 

see Nineveh punished so badly, you 

were prepared to see the innocent die 

with the guilty. You liked the smallest 
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sign of my favour so much, that now 

you are incandescent because I have 

taken it away. 

But if, even, this was (a little bit) not 

about you, Jonah, you’d see how crazy 

your priorities have become. You care 

so much about one little castor oil 

plant. But you are mad with me 

because it turns out that I care about 

120,000 people, many of whom are 

innocent of any wrong. This is what 

makes you mad, Jonah? Really? 

Shouldn’t you rather join me in taking 

pity of them, in having some mercy, 

especially on the innocent, but even 

on the guilty ones? 

Here the story ends. Jonah doesn’t get a 

chance to answer, and this is because God 

wants each of us to answer for ourselves. 

The story of Jonah leaves each of us with a 
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question, and it’s a question I invite you to 

take home with you this week. Sit down 

this week and give some time to yourself 

this question, God’s question to us: 

Where is the mercy in your life? What 

about Jesus’ call to us to become “merciful 

just as your [heavenly] Father is merciful”?8 

Nineveh was the centre of a particularly 

nasty regime – and one which was 

                                                           
8
 Luke 6.36 

particularly nasty to Jonah’s own people. 

For a modern analogy, we need to think of 

Nazi Germany, or the ‘Caliphate’ of so-

called Islamic State. Nineveh really was 

that bad. Its culture was cruel, merciless, 

running in other people’s blood. And yet 

God longs even for the people of Nineveh 

to repent, so that he can begin again with 

them. And he longs for Jonah – his 
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beloved, his ‘dove’ – to join him in 

showing such mercy. 

But back to us for a moment. We, like 

Jonah, run away from God. We hide from 

God because we are ashamed of our sins, 

and don’t want to face up to saying sorry. 

We hide from God because we are afraid 

of his commands, afraid of what he might 

ask of us. We hide from God because we 

enjoy saying no and rebelling – it makes us 

feel daring. We hide from God because we 

don’t have the courage to follow him. Isn’t 

this what we so often do? Isn’t this who 

we so often are? And, in service of this, 

we tell ourselves that we’re ‘too busy’. Or 

‘it’s all too complicated’. Or ‘you can take 

these things too seriously, you know’. Or 

it’s the ‘wrong time in our lives’ – too 

soon, or too late. Or ‘it’s not like it was in 
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the old days’ – we preferred it then, but 

not now. No, certainly not now.  

But it’s now that God wants us. It’s now 

that God wants you. It’s now that God 

asks us to commit to him, or to recommit 

to him, or to take the next step in 

deepening our commitment to him, who is 

so committed to us. It’s now, and now is 

the time to respond, for it will not be 

forever. 

But here is another reason that we are 

disinclined to get in too deep with God. 

Like Jonah, we know that the living God is 

“a compassionate and gracious God, slow 

to anger, abounding in steadfast love, and 

ready to relent from punishing”. We know 

this because God tells us himself that this 

is who he is. And so often, especially when 

we have been hurt, we want this 

compassion just for ourselves, and not for 
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those who have hurt us. We want for 

ourselves the opportunity to repent and 

begin again. But for them, for those who 

have hurt us or betrayed us or wounded 

us, for them there are to be no more 

chances. We want mercy for us, and 

justice for them. 

But this is not who God is. And deep 

down we know that. Jonah knew this too, 

which is why he was running from God. 

Jonah was so repelled by the possibility 

that God might offer mercy to his enemies 

that for him it became a matter of life and 

death. But it turns out that running from 

God, hiding from God, is always, in the 

end, a matter of life and death.  

Earlier in this sermon, I invited you to take 

a question home with you and spend some 

time with it this week. I wonder if you can 

remember what it was? If not, or if you 
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didn’t like that question, I have another 

one. Take one of them home with you this 

week!  

Here is my second question, then. Why 

are you running from God? And what 

would happen if you allowed yourself to 

stop running? The answer to that second 

question is that, if you stopped running 

from God, your life would be filled with a 

love which would take your breath away, a 

love that would not let you go. All you 

need to do is to be prepared to accept it, 

and to share it with others. 


