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What a great story Jonah is.  

It has a wide-screen epic quality about it. 

The Word of the Lord comes to Jonah to go to Nineveh and to 

cry out against that great city, to speak out its great violence 

and wickedness. 

Nineveh – the great imperial oppressor. 

The capital of all that opposes the God who made heaven and 

earth. 

The great engine of imperial expansion, swallowing up towns 

and cities all over the ancient near east—engulfing whole 

communities. 

Byron: “The Assyrian came down like the wolf on the fold”. 

The destroyer of the northern kingdom Israel. 

Showing no mercy. 

No pity. 

A nation that celebrates its own violence and the victory of its 

gods.  The terror of the whole earth. 

Have you ever seen the Assyrian relief sculptures of cities 

being besieged in the British Museum? 

Jonah’s task therefore is “To cry out against Nineveh for”, 

says God, “its wickedness has come up before me”. 

 

Jonah declines.  He won’t go. 

He flees to Tarshish, about as far away as he could go— 

and by sea.  In a foreign ship.  Out of Joppa.   

Heading westwards towards the Atlantic Ocean and Gibraltar. 

No one will follow him there.  It is the end of the world. 

But God does indeed find him and brings him back by the 

agency of the great fish. 

 

And as we heard last week in ch 3, Jonah is summoned again 

to Nineveh.  “Get up”, says God.  This time he goes. 

And with this message from God: “Forty days more, and 

Nineveh shall be overthrown” (3:4). 
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A message that declares God’s intention to overthrow the 

mightiest city in the world.  Time is short. 

And the king, the nobles, the people and the animals do repent. 

They turn from their evil ways. 

God’s hand is stayed.   

God repents of the evil and he does not destroy the city. 

Jonah’s mission is a complete success. 

 

Now we come to ch 4. 

 
1 But this was very displeasing to Jonah, and he became 

angry. 2 He prayed to the Lord and said, “O Lord! Is not this 

what I said while I was still in my own country? That is why 

I fled to Tarshish at the beginning; for I knew that you are a 

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

steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing. 3 And 

now, O Lord, please take my life from me, for it is better for 

me to die than to live.” 

 

What a revelation is here! 

The reason why Jonah fled to Tarshish was not out of fear for 

his life, but because he knew that God would spare Nineveh if 

Jonah as the agent, the prophet, of the word of God were to 

preach there. 

For who can resist the Word? 

Jonah was offended – angry – that God would act to spare that 

great and terrible city. 

“Is it right for you to be angry?” says God (v4). 

 

No answer from Jonah. 

 

He sits down outside the city, sets up a lean to, and waits to 

see what will happen to the city. 

Maybe God will destroy Nineveh after all. 

 

God causes a bush to grow up and give Jonah shade. 

Jonah is very happy that this happens. 

No trees out there on the plain in front of Nineveh. 

But the next day God causes a worm to attack the bush, and it 

withers and dies just as the sun is climbing in the sky. 
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The sun beats down on poor Jonah’s head. 

More anguish.   

Verse 8: “It is better for me to die than to live”.   

The second time he has said this. 

 

God speaks to Jonah again (v9). 

“Is it right for you to be angry about the bush?” 

“Yes”, comes Jonah’s reply.  “Angry enough to die”. 

 

The chapter and the book end with God’s speech in response. 

Jonah, you cared for the bush. 

You valued it. 

You didn’t create it.  You didn’t make it grow. 

So why, says God, should I not be concerned about Nineveh? 

A city of 120K people. 

A city teeming with people groping in the dark, who have no 

moral insight, no understanding. 

“And also many animals”, God says.   

A nice touch. 

The last words of the book. 

In the form of a question – why should I not be concerned, ask 

God? 

 

How many books do you know end with a question? 

That question hangs in the air in the countless synagogues and 

churches in which the book has been read. 

Demanding an answer. 

 

What is this book doing in the Hebrew Bible? 

This story of God absolving Nineveh, the great enemy of the 

people, and staying his hand because the people repent. 

 

Was the book written to transform Jewish attitudes to 

foreigners?  Foreigners who lived among the people.   

Yet were outside the covenant? 

Do you remember the story of Ruth in the book that bears her 

name?   

Ruth is the story of a non-Israelite woman who is devoted to 

Naomi and is welcomed into Israelite society with momentous 

consequences.   
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She becomes the great grandmother of King David. 

Is Jonah, like Ruth, an exhortation to readers to enlarge their 

theology about the mercy and kindness of God shown to non-

Israelites, non-Jews, to the enemy? 

Yes, I believe so. 

 

Jonah knew what to expect.   

He knew that God would show mercy. 

That’s why he sailed away. 

And so, at the end, the book ends with a question. 

And it does because the issue was a live one when the book 

was written. 

The book is about how tightly we draw the boundaries. 

How diligently we patrol them. 

To keep out the unworthy. 

To protect and to guard. 

Do we accept others but only on our terms? 

 

The community that is responsible for the DSS separated 

themselves from the mass of their contemporary Jews whom 

they called “Sons of Darkness”.   

Even the Pharisees were lumped together in that dismissive 

epithet.  Not knowing their right hand from their left. 

Only the members of the Dead Sea community were faithful. 

They were the exact opposite to the “Sons of Darkness”.   

They were “Sons of Light”. 

The Dead Sea community controlled and patrolled their 

boundaries very tightly indeed. 

Living there at Qumran on the edge of the Dead Sea. 

They copied out the books of the Bible, Jonah included. 

In fact, in my copy of the DSS Bible the editor of the texts of 

Jonah found at Qumran writes that he wonders what the 

community thought of the book of Jonah in which God 

forgives Nineveh, the great enemy of the people of God. 

The editor asks the question because he knows that the Dead 

Sea community has very decided opinions about who is the 

enemy and who is the worthy friend. 

 

The mercy of God expressed in the ministry of Jesus was 

certainly challenged by the religious elite. 
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It is a recurring theme in the gospels – that Jesus’ gracious acts 

of welcome are met with opposition.   

Jesus offers table fellowship with sinners.   

Spends time with them. 

Scandalous in the eyes of the rigorous. 

There’s the wideness of the mercy of God. 

 

And we could say the same about the gospel message preached 

to Gentiles by St Paul and others. 

The whole earth hears the glorious news. 

That merciful wideness was resisted. 

As it still is today in our churches when we constrain the 

mercy of God to those we favour, to those we deem worthy. 

 

The truth of the biblical witness is that no one is beyond the 

reach of the mercy of God. 

The end of the age will reveal the countless millions who from 

every tribe and nation have been found wandering and brought 

home. 

 

Now that we have come to the end of this sermon and this 

service we are going to sing Hymn 461.   

A hymn I was invited to choose. 

I chose it because it reflects the sublime insights of the book of 

Jonah. 

The hymn was written by the poet Frederick Faber: 

 

This is the first verse. 

 

There’s a wideness in God’s mercy 

like the wideness of the sea; 

there’s a kindness in His justice 

which is more than liberty. 

 

At the centre of the universe, at its heart there is a creator, “a 

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

steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing”. 


