
GOD’S HEART IS GRACIOUS AND COMPASSIONATE – IS OURS? 
Jonah 4 

 
Jonah 4:1-11 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?”  

5 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 plant2 and made it come up over Jonah, that it might be a shade over his head, to save 
him from his discomfort.3 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.” 10 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?” 
 
 
Introduction: 
 
1. Our nation has seen experienced great anger and justice.   

• Ie/ The Rittenhouse case has divided the nation.  Cultural and political bias has skewed 
how one sees justice.  But also how we see grace and mercy is skewed. 

• Ie/ Could the 11 white and 1 black juror get the verdict right on the 3 individuals who killed 
Ahmed Arbury?  Right to who?  Whites, blacks, the victims or the charged? 

• Ie/ As an Asian American, I can easily get more offended when I hear about crimes against 
people I’m more familiar with and even more when it is against people I know. 

• Jonah’s view on justice was skewed to his pro-Israel bias.  So was his view on compassion 
and grace. 

• We’re only united when we have the mind of Christ. 
• Social justice can only be right when our view of Divine Justice is right before 

God. 
 
2. In marriage, we can easily get upset with our point of view. 

• Ie/ My counsel is not to focus on “Who is right?” but “What is right?”  
 

3. I don’t know what kind of early ministry the prophet Jonah had.  But I could sympathize how he 
hated the fact that he had to minister to the Assyrians who tortured his people.  Now he had to 
minister at their Capital, Nineveh!! 

• The 4th chapter displays the prejudice of Jonah. 
• Jonah ends with the prophet stomping off like a spoiled child. 
• If the book of Jonah ended at chapter 3, Jonah would have been a hero. 
• But chapter 4 brings us to an unlikely ending.  
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• How shall we understand such an unexpected ending of such an unlikely story? 
• Jonah is not the hero of this book.  God is. 

 
Main Idea:  God wants us to have His heart of grace and compassion.   

• God’s heart is gracious and compassionate.  Is our heart like God’s? 
 
The main idea flowing through each chapter: 
1.   God wanted to show grace and compassion to fearful sailors despite Jonah’s apathetic 

heart 
2. God wanted to show grace and compassion to Jonah who had a desperate heart 
3. God wanted to show grace and compassion to a Nineveh despite Jonah’s unwilling heart 
4. God wanted to show grace and compassion to Jonah who had an angry heart 
 
Proposition:  The cure for the tendency to grow cynical in ministry is to focus on the 
grace and compassion of God to us and His flock. 
 
 
I. It’s Hard To Have God’s Heart Of Compassion When Our Emotions Are Stronger 

Than Our Theology (1-2) 
4:1 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.  
 

• Jonah prayed 2 prayers 
o His first prayer was his best prayer during a horrible crisis (in the whale) 
o His second was his worst prayer in a good situation (post Nineveh’s 

repentance) 
o When you get bitter during God’s blessing – cynicism is winning 

 
o Ie/ Covid has been a challenge – it’s easier now to shut off from people and hide behind 

our Zoom screens.  It’s been tough for students and adults to reconnect with people the 
way God wants us to. 
 

o Ie/ Our national political and racial divide has us more upset at each.  A great cynicism 
can arise towards people outside our cultural circle.  If not cynicism, many of us have 
settled for apathy.  Why? 

 
A. Emotions Dominate Our Life 

o Displeased 
o Angry – 6x times in Jonah 4 
o Depressed 

 
• Anger is an emotionally charged reaction to an unfulfilled expectation. 

o 70% of people are angry at someone 
o Jay Adams:  “Anger is a problem for every Christian; sinful anger probably is 

involved in 90 percent of counseling problems.  Counselors, therefore, should 
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look regularly for anger as a possible root of many problems in nearly every case.” 
(The Christian Counselor’s Manual, p. 359-360) 

o “Anger is one letter short of danger.”  (Author Unknown) 
 

• Why was Jonah so angry? 
• He hated the what the Assyrians did to their enemies, including his own people 
• When he would return home, his friends would avoid him when they found out he 

was the messenger that caused Assyria to repent 
• Jonah was more concerned his prejudice and reputation than the lost 

 
• Jeremiah wept over Jerusalem (Jer 9:1,10; 23:9) 
• Jesus wept over Jerusalem (Lk 19:41) 
• Paul was provoked seeing the idols in Athens (Acts 17:16) 

 
o When it’s easy to focus on those who left, it can be easy to forget about those 

who came. 
o Our attendance is still the same  
o Instead of focusing on old friends that left, we have to focus on those who want 

to be here. 
o Like Jonah, it’s my pride that focuses on my emotions than my heart 

matching the grace and compassion of God to those who need Christ 
and need to grow in Christ. 
 

o It’s easy to grow prejudiced when you’re a victim of prejudice. 
 

 To know people in our culture have to hear from ignorant people that 
Covid is our fault and we should go back to our country when our family 
has been in America for 6 generations. 

 I personally bristle when a leader calls Covid the China virus because 
some people don’t know how to process what’s being said and why. 
 

o I get it, Jonah, the Assyrians are horrible. 
o Get over it and get over your emotions and prejudiced and get back to God’s 

heart of grace and compassion. 
 

o Ie/ Our church had a sweet doctor in our church who passed away at 92.  She 
could not get the horror of out of her mind of what the Japanese soldiers did to 
her family and village in Nanking.  I also tried to remind her that Christ died for 
Japan too.   

 
o Ie/  My father in-law took to me to his village in Guangdong.  He showed me 

the ally where he hid from the Japanese soldiers in the Sino-Japanese war. 
 

o Ie/ I preached this chapter to a group of pastors in China.  They were fervent 
evangelists with a goal to go West and evangelize everyone from China to 
Jerusalem.  But I challenged, them about going East to Japan.  China still 
harbors resentment towards Japan for those war atrocities.  Japan is your 
Ninevah, China!  They need the Gospel too! 
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o Jonah also was angered by the atrocities of the Assyrians.  The orders probably 

came from Ninevah.  They were horribly wicked and cruel people. 
 

o Also, they were Gentile!  Why should Jonah’s God of Israel also love the 
Gentiles? 

 
o It offended Jonah to a point of raw emotions. 

 
o He was an effective prophet.  He knew God well, theologically. 
o You may have good theology – but you refuse to take the Gospel to the Muslims, 

the Japanese, the North Koreans, the Americans, the poor, those in prison, the 
drug addict, the homosexuals, the Mormons, etc. 

 
B. Strong Theology Takes A Back Seat To Stronger Emotions  
 

• “I knew” (v. 2): 
o Gracious 
o Merciful 
o Slow To Wrath 
o Steadfast In Love 
o Relented From Disasters 

 
• Jonah would know this from the Scriptures.  God spoke to Moses: 

 
Joel 2:13 Return to the Lord your God, for he is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and 
abounding in steadfast love; and he relents over disaster. 

 
o Jonah 4:2b for I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger and 

abounding in steadfast love, and relenting from disaster.  
o Jonah is quoting Joel 2:13!  This scripture is a well-known creed or statement of 

belief. 
o Leslie Allen:  “Jonah is a specialist in credal confessions … He flings in Yahweh’s face 

an orthodox summary of his attributes of patience and mercy…. The narrator 
ironically makes Jonah take it for granted that Yahweh’s concern is universal.” (The 
Books of Joel, Obadiah, Jonah and Micah, NICOT, p. 228) 

 
Exodus 34:6-7  6 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.” 

 
• This passage is also quoted throughout the OT:  Numbers 14:18; Nehemiah 9:17; 

Psalms 86:15; 103:8; 145:8 
 

• Jonah tried to pit God against Himself 
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o James M. Boice noted that Jonah “tried to quote God’s word back to Him in his 
warped desires to show that he, Jonah, was right and that God was wrong.”  (The 
Minor Prophets, Vol. 1, Kregel, 1996, p. 245) 

 
• God is gracious and compassionate 

 
o “Compassionate” was a term related to the womb and gave the sense of a 

mother’s loving nurture 
 

o To Ninevah 
 There will be a time when Ninevah will come under judgment.   
 Ninevah was founded by Nimrod (Gen 10:6-12), Noah’s great grandson 
 It was one of the largest cities in the world (1:2; 3:2; 4:11) 
 It would be judged 150 years later, as Nahum warned (Nah 1) 

o To the sailors 
o To Jonah 

 
• “slow to anger” = erek ˒ appayim (4:2)  

o Heb. idiom meaning “the nose burns” alluding to the heavy breathing that an angry 
person snorts (Gen 30:2; Ex 4:14)  

o To be “slow to anger” lit. means “long of nose” (Ps 86:15; 103:8) meaning patient  
 

• The problem is that Jonah knew more about theology than he was willing to live out. 
• The repentance of the Ninevites results from the theology of God’s grace and compassion. 
• But Jonah’s emotional reality was stronger than his theological reality. 

 
• It’s Hard To Have God’s Heart Of Compassion When Our Emotions Are Stronger 

Than Our Theology!! 
 
II. It’s Hard To Have God’s Heart Of Compassion When Our Self-Pity Is Stronger Than 

Reason 
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?” 5 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.  

 
A. God Wants Us To Reason Through Our Raging Emotions (Phil 4:6-7; 2 Tim 1:7) 
 

• Jonah’s self pity: 
o Take my life (3) 
o Better to die than live (3) 
o Walked outside of city hoping Ninevah would change their mind (5) 

 
o Jonah was pouty like the brother of the Prodigal Son – he tried to do the right 

things, but didn’t get his way – so he wasn’t willing to be accepting of his prodigal 
brother 

 
o V. 5 – Jonah’s action also displays his heart of selfishness 
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o Jonah left the city to the East and makes his own shelter apart from the people so 
he could see them trip on their own feet and warrant divine destruction 
 Jonah didn’t stay with the people he just preached to.  
 I’ve enjoyed the hospitality in so many homes in places I’ve ministered at 
 But Jonah didn’t like the people – he purposely lived apart from the people he 

was ministering to 
 

o “Do you do well to be angry?” (4) 
o God is trying to reason with Jonah at this time 

 
• Reason over emotion 

o Ie/  When we worry, God asked us what do we gain (a cubit?) is we worry (Mt 6) 
o Ie/  Why should we fear if God is greater than what we fear – yet we can still 

struggle with fear (God is greater than the boogeyman, Godzilla and monsters on tv) 
 
Philippians 4:6-7  6 do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer 
and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. 7 And 
the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and 
your minds in Christ Jesus. 
 
2 Timothy 1:7  For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and of love 
and of a sound mind. 
 

B. God Wants Us To Manage Our Anger (James 1:19-20; Eph 4:26) 
 

James 1:19-20  19 let every person be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger; 20 for 
the anger of man does not produce the righteousness of God.  
 

o Why be slow to anger?  So we can think about it. 
 

Ephesians 4:26  Be angry and do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger 
 

o Don’t let anger extend beyond a reasonable period 
 

ie/  A child pouts and stomps away from his parents after not getting his or her way.  A 
parent can let it go or use this as a teaching moment. 

 
• God is trying to give Jonah a teachable moment. 

 
Faulty Reasoning Questioned: 
• Why wouldn’t a merciful God have merciful on even a sinful city? 
• If God is gracious, why is it better to die than to live? 
• Is anger really beneficial? (4) 
• Are you seriously hoping Nineveh would change their mind and God would destroy them 

right away? (5) 
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III.  It’s Hard To Have God’s Heart Of Compassion When We Forget God Miraculously 

Saved Us (6-11) 
 

A.  God Illustrates The Provision Of Gracious Salvation 
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.” 

 
• God “appointed” a plant to save  - “save him from his discomfort” 

o A taste of God’s salvation 
 

• Then God “appointed” a worm to attack and wither the plant the next day 
o A reminder that God sovereignly gives and removes His mercy 

 
• Then God “appointed” a hot east wind leaving the disgruntled Jonah without shade from 

the sin or protection from the wind 
o  
o First, a taste of salvation in God’s comfort.  Later, a taste of God’s hell – scorching 

heat. 
 

10 Miracles in Jonah 
1. God sent a wind on the sea (1:4) 
2. Casted lot fell on Jonah (1:7) 
3. The sea stopped storming (1:15) 
4. The Lord prepared a great fish (1:17) 
5. The fish swallowed Jonah alive (1:17) 
6. The fish vomited out Jonah at God’s command (2:10) 
7. Nineveh turned from evil (3:10) 
8. God prepared a plant (4:6) 
9. God prepared a worm (4:7) 
10. God prepared an east wind (4:8) 

 
Ch Target Of Grace Provision Of Grace Response To Grace 
1 Panicked Sailors Storm Stilled Fear God, sacrifice, vows 
2 Rebellious Prophet Whale Prayer for salvation 
3 Pagan Nation Prophet Repentance of people and king 
4 Angry Servant Plant, Worm, Wind Anger 

 
• Jonah cared more for a plant than the souls of a city.  Why did he care for the plant so 

much? 
• Jonah idolized his comfort 
 



 8 

• He was worshipping his comfort more than God 
• He loved shade more than he loved the lost 

 
• Q:  What are some of the things that we care more about that would hinder our 

evangelism and spiritual concern for others? 
 

o We could make fighting to protect our culture an idol 
o We can make the pursuit of happiness our idol 
o Making sure our family is safe can become an idol – violence, Covid 
o We can make health and well-being an idol 
o We can use our personality as an excuse – introvert or extrovert 
o  

 
B. God Inquires About The State Of Our Heart 

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.” 10 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?” 
 
• In v. 4, God asked “Do you do well to be angry?” 

o You should be happy for Nineveh! 
o You should rejoice in your ministry success because of God (not you)! 
o You should be glad those people won’t face death – look at the children! 

 
• Jonah didn’t get it, so God sends a plant, worm and wind – then God asks again “Do you do 

well to be angry for the plant?” 
o God wants Jonah to have His heart of compassion for other and the lost. 

 
• God loved Ninevah because He has a heart of grace and compassion 

o Why don’t you, Jonah? 
 

• God revealed to Jonah, through this illustration, that his heart was more concerned about 
himself 

• Both Jonah and Nahum are the only two books of the Bible that end in a question. 
 

• Do we do well to grow cynical because we’ve seen to much hardships in ministry? 
o Have we forgotten how God brought us through these other trials and will bring us 

through Covid, racial tensions and political division? 
 

• Do we do well to be angry at people groups, politicians or grumpy people? 
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Conclusion: 
 
1. Receive the provision of grace that God has provided through Jesus who is greater 

than Jonah (Mt 12:39-41). 
 

Ch Target Of Grace Provision Of Grace Response To Grace 
1 Panicked Sailors Storm Stilled Fear God, sacrifice, vows 
2 Rebellious Prophet Whale Prayer for salvation 
3 Pagan Nation Prophet Repentance of people and king 
4 Angry Servant Plant, Worm, Wind Anger 

NT Lost World Christ Faith 
 

• In the OT, man’s problem is sin.  The sailors, Ninevah and Jonah were sinners needing 
salvation. 

• The threat of judgment through a storm or the destruction of the city brought sinners to 
repentance. 

• After the NT, man’s problem is still sin.   
• The Bible warns of the judgment of hell. 
• We are to repent of our sins and turn to Christ for salvation. 

 
Salvation: 
• As God provided a storm, a whale, a warning and a plant for salvation. 
• God has provided us a Savior.  Jesus Christ. 
• Jonah’s experience of being delivered from the fish is a preview / type of Jesus dying, 

buried for 3 days and resurrecting. 
• Yet someone greater than Jonah is here – Jesus Christ! 

 
Matthew 12:39-41  39 But he answered them, “An evil and adulterous generation seeks for 
a sign, but no sign will be given to it except the sign of the prophet Jonah. 40 For just as 
Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the great fish, so will the Son of Man be 
three days and three nights in the heart of the earth. 41 The men of Nineveh will rise up at the 
judgment with this generation and condemn it, for they repented at the preaching of Jonah, 
and behold, something greater than Jonah is here. 

 
• How is Jesus greater than Jonah? 

o Son of man over man 
o World over Ninevah 
o Message of salvation over message of judgment 

 
2. Identify who you’ve struggled to be compassionate towards because of anger, hurt 

and/or prejudice.  Decide to demonstrate God’s love and grace to them.  
 

• Are we feeling too sorry for ourselves because of Covid’s inconvenience, being victims or 
racism or dealing with complaints and sins at church? 

• Remember our salvation that resulted from God’s grace and compassion. 
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Ie/  Anger at my dad – resisting my desire to go to Bible college – dealing with his drunken 
rage 

• I was bitter at my dad, I was angry 
• I was concerned about my rights, my future, my desire 
• But God began to work on my heart – he gave me a heart of pity for my father 
• I realized that the more my dad drank, cursed God and prevented me from serving 

God, he was bringing judgment onto himself 
• My salvation is secure in Christ, my dad’s judgment  

 
• My anger had to be dealt with through pity. 
• For me to have the heart of compassion and grace toward my father, I had to learn to pity 

him. 
 

• For Jonah to have the heart of compassion and grace toward Nineveh, he had to learn to 
pity Nineveh. 

• That’s what God was trying to teach him through the shade of the plant, the worm and the 
hot wind - if you had pity on the plant, why don’t you have pity on Nineveh. 

 
• Which people group, nation, or segment of society is your Nineveh?  Will you 

ask for God’s heart of grace and compassion for them? 
 
Discussion: 

• How does anger cause us to ignore and identify with God’s compassion? 
• How has our past hurts prevented us from being compassionate to certain people? 
• How did God show grace and compassion to us when we were saved? 

 


