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When We Are the Problem

Text: Jonah 3:10–4:11

Last month we looked at the beginning of the story of Jonah in chapter 2. 
Jonah, a prophet was instructed by God to go to Nineveh and preach to 
them. God had seen the depth of their wickedness and Jonah was to 
declare that God was going to destroy them. Rather than going to Nineveh 
Jonah boards a ship for Tarshish in the opposite direction. You remember 
the story: God causes a storm to come up that jeopardizes the crew and the 
cargo of the ship and Jonah is thrown into the sea in order to save everyone 
else on board. He sinks to the bottom of the sea but is swallowed by a great 
fish sent by God and sits in his belly for three days. This gave him a lot of 
time to think about the consequences of not doing what God commands. 
When Jonah repents of his defiance and prays for mercy God causes the 
fish to vomit him up onto the beach and he is saved, although he was most 
likely really nasty. He ends up going to Nineveh and preaches to them that 
God will destroy them in 40 days because of their wickedness. 

Now there are many, many stories in the Old Testament of prophets being 
sent by God to preach and to warn of God’s judgment being poured out 
because of disobedience. Usually the prophets are sent to Israel or Judah, 
God’s chosen people and invariably the people ignored the prophets and 
often inflicted great harm on them or in some cases they were killed. Jonah 
is sent by God to Nineveh, (the capitol of the Assyrian Empire and enemies 
of Judah and Israel) because they were extremely wicked. This time instead 
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of ignoring or harming the prophet the king of Nineveh covered himself in 
sack cloth and ashes and sat down in the dust as a symbol of submission 
and repentance. Then we read in Jonah 3:7–9, 

And he issued a proclamation and published through Nineveh, “By the 
decree of the king and his nobles: Let neither man nor beast, herd nor flock, 
taste anything. Let them not feed or drink water, 8 but let man and beast 
be covered with sackcloth, and let them call out mightily to God. Let 
everyone turn from his evil way and from the violence that is in his 
hands. 9 Who knows? God may turn and relent and turn from his fierce 
anger, so that we may not perish.

What a great response to the prophetic word given by Jonah and as we see 
in our passage for this morning in Jonah 3:10, God thought so to. 

When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil way, God 
relented of the disaster that he had said he would do to them, and he did 
not do it.

What a great way for this story to end. God sends the prophet, he 
proclaims the word of God and the people respond in faith in the mercy of 
God and repent of their sins. However, the story does not end there 
because the problem is no longer with Nineveh but with the prophet Jonah. 
We have already seen that he was not inclined to be obedient to God’s 
commands and had come to Nineveh reluctantly after God placed him in 
the belly of a great fish for three days, which I’m sure was a real attitude 
adjustment. God had dealt with his stubbornness and now it was time to 
deal with the hardness of his heart. 

Let’s read again Jonah 4:1–4, 

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?”

Jonah is angry with God for making him go to Nineveh because he was 
afraid that they would listen and repent. He knew that God was inclined to 
be gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast 
love but that was the last thing he wanted to see poured out on Nineveh. 
He wanted them to be like Sodom and Gomorrah—roasted by the fires of 
Heaven. He did not want God to show the enemies of Israel mercy and 
forgiveness, yet hadn’t he cried out to God in repentance from the belly of a 
fish asking for mercy and kindness. He had been able to go to Nineveh 
because God had shown him mercy, kindness and steadfast love when he 
repented of his sin. 

If God had treated Jonah like he wanted God to treat the Ninevites, he 
would have ended up being fish food. Now he is so upset that he claims 
that he would prefer to die rather than have to live with what God had 
done. The problem here is that Jonah’s heart is not in line with the heart 
and will of God. God has shown love and compassion and rather than 
rejoicing that sinners have repented and turned to God, Jonah’s heart is full 
of hatred for the enemies of Israel. When you refuse to be conformed to the 
mind of God it can present itself in physical and psychological stress. To 
allow yourself to become weary, angry, and filled with hatred can be 
exhausting, joyless, and we see a perfect example here with Jonah. Even 
now while Jonah is throwing a temper tantrum God is being very patient 
and maybe even gentle with his prophet by basically asking, “Do you 
really have a good reason to be angry?”                                                                 



What happens next in some ways seems comical and yet in reality it shows 
how absurdly astray the mind can go when not in line with the heart of 
God? Let’s continue with Jonah 4:5–9, 

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. 

I think deep down Jonah knows that he really doesn’t have a good reason 
to be angry and so he goes outside of the city to sit and pout a while. I 
believe that he was betting that once the king and the people of Nineveh 
saw that the Lord was not going to destroy them that they would return to 
their wickedness and God would see that he had been wrong in delaying 
his judgment on these worthless people. So he goes outside of the city and 
finds a place where he will have a ringside seat where he can observe 
what’s going to happen. Apparently he planned to be there awhile because 
he constructed a shelter to provide shade for himself. God then provides a 
plant to grow up and over Jonah to provide additional shade for his head 
and oddly enough this brought him real joy. In the Book of Jonah this is the 
first time that we see Jonah happy about something. 



So God sends a worm to attack the plant and a scorching wind to beat 
down on Jonah’s head causing him to feel faint. Again he asked God to let 
him die. He has seen the people of Nineveh spared and now his beloved 
little plant has withered and died. God basically asks Jonah, “Does it make 
any sense for you to be angry about this plant dying” and Jonah responds 
that it made him angry enough to die.

It is at this point that God makes the important point that is the heart of the 
Book of Jonah. Let’s look at Jonah 4:10–11, 

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 cared so much for a plant and yet he had no heart for the people of 
Nineveh. God was teaching Jonah that he is the God of all creation and he 
cares about those made in his image, even if they were Assyrians, the 
enemy of Israel. God is revealing to Jonah that he doesn’t really understand 
the heart of God at all. God was inviting Jonah to see his heart and to allow 
it to change his. Jonah had declared in his song to the Lord in verse 2:9, 
“Salvation belongs to the Lord” and God was inviting him to understand that 
his salvation extended to all nations not just Israel.

One of the effects of a mind not focused on the heart and will of God is that 
it will always be focused on something and the farther it gets from God the 
more there is the potential for absurdity. We see examples all the time in 
our society of people who say perfectly absurd things and yet seem to 
believe that they are thinking and acting reasonably. In 2014, ABC News 
came out with a story that there were now 58 types of descriptions of 



gender identity that should be incorporated for use on social media. This 
week I found out that there are now 100 different descriptions for gender 
identity. I always thought there were only two: men and women. When I 
considered the story of the little plant that Jonah was suddenly so fond of it 
reminded me of similar examples of coordinated efforts to save whales and 
previously unknown species of flies while at the same time defending a 
woman’s right to abort her baby because it’s inconvenient. One of the 
stories that I felt illustrated this happened many years ago right after the 
Supreme Court Roe v. Wade decision on January 22, 1973.

The Tellico project was building a dam to create a reservoir on the 
Tennessee River that would provide jobs and electricity. A University of 
Tennessee professor of biology determined that an obscure little fish about 
the size of a paper clip called a “snail darter” would be negatively affected 
by the project. Apparently it was determined that the Tellico project would 
alter the habitat of this species potentially wiping it out completely. He 
notified the EPA and they filed a lawsuit in federal court seeking to stop the 
Tellico Dam project because it would jeopardize the environment needed to 
sustain the snail darter. Tens of millions of dollars were spent as the project 
was delayed for years while it went as high as the Supreme Court. 

Finally in 1979 the dam was officially closed until the snail darter could be 
moved to another location on the Tennessee River. The Supreme Court in 
its ruling felt that “Congress was clear in the ESA that the survival of 
Endangered Species was of utmost importance and demanded that 
everything must by done by the Government to ensure the survival of a 
species. The Court noted that this meant halting construction of the Tellico 
Dam even though money and resources had already been spent. The Court 
held that because the value of an endangered species was incalculable the 
cost to ensure their survival outweighed the costs already expended on the 



Tellico Dam.” (As a side note: it was later discovered that the snail darter 
was not only found in the Tennessee River but was actually common in 
other places. It was removed from the endangered species list without 
fanfare.)

That story may not seem like such a big deal until you consider that this 
same court had voted to legalize abortion on demand that same year and 
that many of those same folks who were so passionate about protecting the 
little snail darter were also passionate about a women’s right to abort her 
unborn child. The idea of allowing a small fish to go extinct was 
unthinkable but the right to murder an unborn child should be protected. 
This is what happens when we don’t have the mind of God as our guide to 
truth but instead allow our own selfishness and hatred to control our 
thinking. Jonah refused to see the tragedy of the annihilation of the people 
of Nineveh but mourned the passing of a plant that he had met hours 
earlier.

The past several weeks we have been discussing the effect of laying down 
our wills and agendas on the altar of God. One of the results according to 
the apostle Paul in Romans 12 is that our love would be sincere and we 
would even be able to love those who were enemies and persecuted us. 
Because of the Spirit’s presence within us we would desire to be reconciled 
to our enemies and see them come alive in the power and mercy of God. 
This is what the kingdom of God should look like and we should be those 
who model that. Jonah, though a prophet used by God, had not come to 
that place in his life. Think of the difference between Jonah in this 
morning’s readings and the apostle Paul in our Philippians passage. Jonah 
is consumed by anger and feels at odds with those in Nineveh as well as 
being estranged from the God he claims to serve. 
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Our epistle reading is from the Book of Philippians and Paul is writing this 
letter from prison, most likely in Rome. According to Acts 16 Paul and Silas 
had originally gone to the city of Philippi to preach the gospel to this 
primarily gentile province in Macedonia. You can read the story in Acts 16 
of Paul and Silas being beaten with rods and imprisoned for preaching the 
gospel but as they are singing hymns and praising God at midnight there is 
an earthquake and their chains fell off and the doors of the jail flew open. 
The jailer fearing that the prisoners had escaped was about to take his own 
life when Paul cried out that everyone was still there. That night Paul and 
Silas led the Philippian jailer and his family to Jesus Christ and baptized 
them all. Paul didn’t try to escape because he was there to reveal the love 
and power of God. Why would he run?

It’s a great story made even greater when you consider who Paul used to 
be before he encountered Jesus Christ on the road to Damascus. In 
Philippians 3:4–7 Paul describes who he once was, 

If anyone else thinks he has reason for confidence in the flesh, I have 
more: 5 circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of 
Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; 6 as to zeal, a 
persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the 
law, blameless. 7 But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of 
Christ.

In his life before he met Jesus he would have considered the people of 
Philippi as pagans and infidels, well beneath him as a Jewish leader. When 
he encountered Jesus Christ he was set free of all the hatred and religious 
bigotry that had been a large part of his motivation to stamp out the church 
of Jesus Christ. Now as he sat in prison for the faith that he once tried to 
crush he writes the passage that we read this morning. Listen again to 
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Philippians 1:21–26 but this time think about it in contrast to the attitude 
that Jonah had about Nineveh. 

For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain. 22 If I am to live in the flesh, 
that means fruitful labor for me. Yet which I shall choose I cannot tell. 23 I 
am hard pressed between the two. My desire is to depart and be with 
Christ, for that is far better. 24 But to remain in the flesh is more necessary 
on your account. 25 Convinced of this, I know that I will remain and 
continue with you all, for your progress and joy in the faith, 26 so that in 
me you may have ample cause to glory in Christ Jesus, because of my 
coming to you again.

Paul not only loves the people that once he probably loathed but now he is 
living for their benefit. He has given up everything else so that he will be 
able to focus on discipling those who have come to faith in Jesus. Even in 
prison his work continues instead of sitting and brooding that things have 
not worked out like he had wanted. 

The main point of our gospel reading this morning from Matthew 20:1–16 
is that the owner of the vineyard had the right to do what he wanted with 
what belonged to him. The first group of workers agreed to work all day 
for a denarius and that should have settled the matter even though others 
came in much later and were still paid the same wage. The owner didn’t 
cheat them or treat them unjustly he was merely being very generous with 
those who only worked a little while. 

God is the creator of all things and all things therefore belong to him. It 
wasn’t Jonah’s business to determine whether or not God destroyed 
Nineveh or showed them mercy, he was called to be faithful to the 
command of God. That decision of what to do about Nineveh was God’s to 
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make and if Jonah really loved and trusted God then he would have 
wanted whatever God decided. 

In contrast, Paul knew that real life was only found in Jesus Christ and to 
follow him was to reap the reward of an eternal relationship with God. It 
didn’t matter what his circumstances were it only mattered that he follow 
the will of the one that had captured his heart and changed his life for all 
eternity. The result was that Paul had joy and peace in the midst of 
suffering but Jonah was miserable because he didn’t want to do what God 
wanted.

The questions that these examples force us to ask ourselves as individuals 
and as a church are:

1. How bad do things need to get before we cry out to God with a 
willingness to do whatever he wants?

2. Are we turning away from the call of God on our lives because we 
don’t want to step outside of our comfort zones?

3. What role should our church play in the area that we serve? What are 
you willing to do?

I hear people ask the question, “When is all this craziness going to stop?” I 
don’t see any reason to believe that it will until the people of God are 
willing to cry out to God for direction and then intentionally head in that 
direction.

We can no longer plead ignorance because God’s word this morning gives 
us a choice- be like the example of Jonah and turn away from the clear 
revelation of God or be like Paul and follow Christ embracing the call of 
God no matter the cost. Which example will you follow?

Let’s pray.
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