Scripture’s Scary Story #4

“A Terrifying Transformation”

Jonah 4:1-10

Horror movies sometimes feature a terrifying transformation of a mild mannered human to a grisly monster. From Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde to the Werewolf to The Fly, audiences have been frightened by the ghastly creatures for decades. In the concluding chapter of “Scripture’s Scary Story”—the book of Jonah—we see a similar conversion of a prophet of God to something much less appealing.

Of all the books of the Bible, Jonah has the most unexpected and overlooked final chapter. Most people have heard the story of Jonah, but they think of it as ending at Jonah’s repentance and release from the fish. A few may be able to tell you that the story goes on and that Jonah went and preached successfully to Nineveh. Yet there is a final, startling chapter in which the real lessons of the entire narrative are revealed.

It’s a shame that the book of Jonah doesn’t conclude after the third chapter. As Warren Wiersbe writes, “If this book had ended at the last verse of chapter 3, history would have portrayed Jonah as the greatest of the prophets.”
 In one sense Jonah was the greatest evangelist in the Old Testament. Who else preached a simple message and saw 100,000 repent? However, this was perhaps the only revival where the evangelist needed follow-up more than the converts. If there was ever an example of a message being successful in spite of the messenger, this is it.
 This morning we conclude our series by looking at a terrifying transformation of this prophet of God.
Jonah’s Monstrous Anger 

Chapter four begins with Jonah’s monstrous anger in verses 1-4,

But Jonah was greatly displeased and became angry. He prayed to the Lord, “O Lord, is this not what I said when I was still at home? That is why I was so quick to flee to Tarshish. I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity. Now, O Lord, take away my life, for it is better for me to die than to live.” But the Lord replied, “Have you any right to be angry?”
Jonah’s reaction to the repentance and forgiveness of the Ninevites is stated in no uncertain terms: “Jonah was greatly displeased.” A literal translation of the Hebrew is, “It was evil to Jonah a great evil.” This stands in stark contrast to the remarks of the previous verse, and sets the tone for the final section of the book: Whereas God turns away from his anger, Jonah becomes angry.

But why? Why, when Jonah has just preached to the toughest audience of his life—and they have responded positively down to the last person—would he melt down in furious rage?
In verse two Jonah says, “O Lord, is this not what I said when I was still at home?” This turns out not to be a sudden transformation, but a long-brewing situation. In fact, the remainder of the verse shows this was the real reason Jonah ran off toward Tarshish. We can imagine Jonah saying, “I just knew you might do something like this! These people are evil, and they only changed because they were scared. They didn’t convert and start worshipping you. They merely promised to start changing—and you bestow mercy on them for that! It’s fine that you are a God of mercy, but this time you’ve gone too far!” In Jonah’s mind, then, the issue is a theological one. There seems to be a contradiction between the justice of God and the love of God.

This is common. Human logic questions fairness when evil is forgiven. But in so doing, it fails to see that if evil were not graciously forgiven, everyone would be destroyed.
 We love the wonderful grace of Jesus when we experience it, but resent it when it is given to others—those who, in our mind, don't deserve it. (Like we do?)

When Jonah begins to berate God, he quotes God’s own words to him. They are from Exodus 34:6–7, where God reveals himself to Moses and says he is “compassionate and gracious” and that he “forgives wickedness.” He reads the Bible selectively, ignoring the latter part of Exodus 34:7 that speaks of God not leaving “the guilty unpunished.” He creates a simplistic picture of a God who simply loves everyone without judgment on evil. He uses the sacred text to justify his inordinate indignation, anger, and bitterness.

What Jonah is doing is a great danger for religious people, even the most devout Christians. It is possible to use the Bible selectively to justify oneself. Whenever we read the Bible in order to say, “Aha! I’m right!”; whenever we read it to feel righteous and wise in our own eyes, we are using the Bible to make ourselves into fools or worse, since Proverbs 26:12 says that the mark of evil fools is to be “wise in their own eyes.”

At the end of his rant, the preaching prophet becomes the pouting prophet: “Now, O Lord, take away my life, for it is better for me to die than to live.” Once again, Jonah would rather die than not have his own way.
 Oh, the irony! In the light of his earlier experience it is ironic that Jonah now desires to die on account of God’s gracious and compassionate nature. Had he himself not benefited from these very attributes when confronted by death (2:7–8)? And had he not rejoiced that, “Salvation comes from the Lord” in Jonah 2:9? Clearly, he fails to see the absurdity of his own prayers.

Jonah still has a great deal of self-righteousness. When he sees God begin to have mercy on sinners, he is offended.
 If in chapter 1 Jonah is like the prodigal son, insisting on doing his own thing and going his own way; then in chapter 4, he’s like the older brother—critical, selfish, sullen, angry, and unhappy with what was going on. We must do “the will of God from the heart, according to Ephesians 6:6. The heart of every problem is the problem in the heart, and that’s where Jonah’s problems were found.

Ironically—and the book of Jonah is filled with irony—having condemned God for not being angry, Jonah is now challenged concerning his own anger. In the verses that follow, God responds to Jonah’s rage by subjecting him to the intense heat of the Eastern climate. This treatment takes on a special significance when one observes that the Hebrew verb used here means not only “to be angry” but also “to be hot.”

Jonah’s Material Approval

The story takes another unexpected twist in verses 5-6, where we see Jonah’s material approval. 

Jonah went out and sat down at a place east of the city. There he made himself a shelter, sat in its shade and waited to see what would happen to the city. Then the Lord God provided a vine and made it grow up over Jonah to give shade for his head to ease his discomfort, and Jonah was very happy about the vine. 

Given Jonah’s sulking, surly attitude, it is surprising that God gives him anything good at all. Quite frankly, God had every reason to take his life. It is hard to envision a more rebellious, stubborn man of God in the entire Bible.
 Tony Evans lets us in on how he would have handled the situation if he were God:

“Jonah, boy, I called you to preach. You can’t preach, but I called you. I sent you to Nineveh, but you ditched Me. I had to send a fish after you. You finally obeyed, and you delivered your little old short sermon. I empowered your sermon so that it did something, and you got mad. You want to die because I’m good! What color coffin you want, boy?” If I had been God, this would have been one dead prophet. This dude would have gotten on my nerves. But our gracious God says, “Jonah, it’s a little hot outside today, isn’t it? Why don’t I provide a plant to give you some shade?”

Now that’s the grace of God! To make Jonah’s stay more comfortable, God directs a shade plant to grow up. Some commentators have identified this as the castor oil plant, which grows very quickly over 12 feet high with large, shady leaves.
 We are told that Jonah is delighted and glad, unusually strong words. “Well, finally,” Jonah may have said to himself, “something is going right for me.”
 Now he can watch Nineveh’s destruction in comfort! But then we read in verses 7-9,

But at dawn the next day God provided a worm, which chewed the vine so that it withered. When the sun rose, God provided a scorching east wind, and the sun blazed on Jonah’s head so that he grew faint. He wanted to die, and said, “It would be better for me to die than to live.” 

But God said to Jonah, “Do you have a right to be angry about the vine?” 

“I do,” he said. “I am angry enough to die.”
Just as quickly as the shade plant had appeared, it disappeared…all by the hand of God. Jonah is therefore all the more shocked and angry when God sends a worm to gnaw and wither the plant just as a season of brutally hot, windy weather is beginning. “Unbelievable!” we can imagine him saying. “On top of everything else—this?! Why can’t I ever catch a break with God?” Jonah’s anger is renewed along with his despair. “I am angry and dejected enough to die,” he says.
 What twisted priorities! Jonah was ecstatic over the plant that gave him momentary comfort from the heat. It reminds you of modern Christians obsessed with air conditioning while their friends and neighbors are going to the furnace of hell.

When Jonah says, in effect, “Without that—I have no desire to go on,” he means he has lost something that had replaced God as the main joy, reason, and love of his life. He had a relationship with God, but there was something else he valued more. His explosive anger shows that he is willing to discard his relationship with God if he does not get this thing. When you say, “I won’t serve you, God, if you don’t give me this,” then this is your true bottom line, your highest love, your real god. It has become an idol, taking the place of God in your heart. Here is Jonah saying to God, who should be the only real source of his meaning in life, “I have no source of meaning!”

A simple test of character is to ask, “What makes me happy? What makes me angry? What makes me want to give up?”
 What was it for Jonah? Nineveh’s repentance was pleasing to God, but it was threatening to Israel’s national interests. The will of God and the political fortunes of Israel seemed to be diverging. One would have to be chosen, and Jonah leaves no doubt as to which of those two concerns was more important to him. Of course, anyone who cared for his own country would have been anxious about Assyria’s survival. It was a terrorist state. Jonah, however, did not turn to God with his anxiety, trusting in him as so many of the psalm writers had done. If he had to choose between the security of Israel and loyalty to God, well, he was ready to push God away. That is not just concern and love for one’s country; that is a kind of deification of it.

Jonah was concerned about his reputation, not only before the Ninevites, but also before the Jews back home. His Jewish friends would want to see all of the Assyrians destroyed, not just the people of Nineveh. When Jonah’s friends found out that he had been the means of saving Nineveh from God’s wrath, they could have considered him a traitor to official Jewish foreign policy. Jonah was a narrow-minded patriot who saw Assyria only as a dangerous enemy to destroy, not as a company of repentant sinners to be brought to the Lord. When reputation is more important than character, and pleasing ourselves and our friends is more important than pleasing God, then we’re in danger of becoming like Jonah and living to defend our prejudices instead of fulfilling our spiritual responsibilities.
 

When Christian believers care more for their own interests and security than for the good and salvation of other nations and ethnicities, they are sinning like Jonah. If they value the economic and military flourishing of their country over the good of the human race and the furtherance of God’s work in the world, they are sinning like Jonah. Their identity is more rooted in their race and nationality than in being saved sinners and children of God. Jonah’s rightful love for his country and people had become inordinate, too great, rivaling God. Rightful ethnic pride can become racism. Rightful national pride and patriotism can become imperialism.
 Don’t let your politics take over your faith.

Jonah’s Misplaced Affection 

In verses 10-11 the Lord blasts Jonah’s misplaced affection:

But the Lord said, “You have been concerned about this vine, though you did not tend it or make it grow. It sprang up overnight and died overnight. But Nineveh has more than a hundred and twenty thousand people who cannot tell their right hand from their left, and many cattle as well. Should I not be concerned about that great city?”
The word used here for “concern” is a word that means to grieve over someone or something, to have your heart broken, to weep for it. God says, “You had concern for the plant,” that is, “You wept over it, Jonah. Your heart became attached to it. When it died, it grieved you.” Then God says, in essence, “You weep over plants, but my concern is for people.”
 Jonah cared more about his shade plant than he did about an entire city.

As long as there is something more important than God to your heart, you will be, like Jonah, both fragile and self-righteous. Whatever it is, it will create pride and an inclination to look down upon those who do not have it. It will also create fear and insecurity. It is the basis for your happiness, and if anything threatens it, you will be overwhelmed with anger, anxiety, and despair.
God is saying to Jonah, “I am weeping and grieving over this city—why aren’t you? If you are my prophet, why don’t you have my compassion?” Jonah did not weep over the city, but Jesus, the true prophet, did. Jesus is the prophet Jonah should have been. Yet, of course, he is infinitely more than that. Jesus did not merely weep for us; he died for us. Jonah went outside the city, hoping to witness its condemnation, but Jesus Christ went outside the city to die on a cross to accomplish its salvation.

We can cluck our tongues at Jonah, but if we are honest, we can recognize in his story an experience we all go through from time to time when we resent God’s sovereign direction in our lives. Our selfish, carnal bent demands its own way.
 As I stated last week, if we look too long and too hard at Jonah, we might see ourselves reflected back at us.
One of the most notable features of the book of Jonah is its surprising “cliff-hanger” ending. The entire story has been one of God pursuing Jonah, wanting him to see himself, to recognize the ways that he continues to deny God’s grace and the ways he holds on to self-righteousness. He poses one final question: “You don’t want me to have compassion on Nineveh, but shouldn’t I? In light of all I’ve shown you, Jonah—should I not love this city, and should you not join me?” Yet without an answer, the book ends! We are never told what Jonah’s response was, whether he understood and accepted the logic of God’s mercy.

We feel that there must be a missing page. Why would the story end so abruptly? One commentator, like many others, suggests: “[The book] forces us to contemplate our personal destiny. It remains unfinished in order that we may provide our own conclusion…. For you are Jonah; I am Jonah.”
 It is as if God shoots this arrow of a question at Jonah, but Jonah disappears, and we realize that the arrow is aimed at us. How will you answer?

Because the book of Jonah ends this way, the text invites us to write our own final paragraphs and chapters. That is, God calls us to apply this text to our own lives, in our own time and place.

We can’t answer for Jonah, but we can answer for ourselves.
Let’s give God the right answer.
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