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I was 19 years old, and Nikki and I had just started dating. One evening we drove my 1977 Porsche 924 to the cutbanks overlooking the city.  I’ve told this story before.

So we parked the car and walked to the cliffs where we could sit down and talk.  And we weren’t there long until two guys who had brought snowboards asked us for directions to the sandblast area.  We pointed them in the right direction and kept chatting for a while then headed back.  But just as we rounded the last corner before the parking lot I heard breaking glass.  

And so I ran around the corner and found one of those guys carrying two boards towards me while the other one ran into the bushes.  And so I yelled out “what did you do to my car?”  To which he replied “Would you like to fight about it?”

Now I’m not sure what kind of response I was hoping for, but that wasn’t it.  He was quite a bit bigger than me which wasn’t hard because I was the same height I am now, but about 50 pounds scrawnier.

I asked again, “what did you do?” but pretty quickly I realized we didn’t have much to talk about.  He didn’t want to repent, and I didn’t want to fight.  So finally I walked down to the car where Nikki was waiting and checked out the damages.

One window broken, a pair of fake Oakly sunglasses taken and my gym bag with my Taekwon-Do uniform and black belt.  Oh, and my pride.  See the reason I didn’t fight wasn’t because I’m a pacifist.  It was because I was scared.  And this neanderthal exposed that right in front of this girl I was pretty sure I was going to marry.
…
If you’ve got a Bible open it up to the book of Jonah.  We are in chapter 3 today.  And that means we’ve followed Jonah through his flight from God, the storm, the repentant sailors and three days inside the fish. Now finally Jonah is ready to obey God—sort of.

Let’s pick it up in chapter 3 verse 1.  Would you stand with me as we come before God’s word?  Hear now the word of the Lord.

[Read Jonah 3:1-4:5]

This is the word of the Lord.  You may be seated.

So God sent Jonah to Nineveh, the violent capital of the Assyrian Empire.  The Israelites had good reason to fear and hate Assyria, and Jonah wanted God to destroy them.

But God doesn’t respond the way Jonah expects.  Instead He refuses to accept either the violence of Ninevah or the poisonous anger of Jonah.  And through this we get a case study in what violence does to the human heart.  When evil is done to us, we can become evil with the evil we see, or we can be freed to live abundantly.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Outline adapted from Tim Keller https://gospelinlife.com/sermon/let-them-give-up-their-violence/ .  Other works consulted: Keller “Rediscovering Jonah”, JD Greear https://summitchurch.com/message/the-making-of-a-witness-jonah-31-10 J.Piper https://www.desiringgod.org/messages/the-education-of-a-prophet-jonah ] 


But first, violence enters us when we become evil with the evil we see.

Now before we look at Jonah’s anger, we need to acknowledge that it did not come from nowhere. Assyria was one of the most brutal empires of the ancient world. Its armies slaughtered helpless people, tortured prisoners and used public cruelty to intimidate anyone who resisted them. And its gods reflected and legitimized that violent world.

So Jonah had real reasons to fear and hate Nineveh. His anger was understandable. But Jonah reveals something disturbing: false religion is not the only way violence enters the world. Even belief in the true God can become violent when joined to pride. Nineveh’s violence is obvious; Jonah’s violence is religious.
…
Now it’s important to say that the Bible is not asking us to pretend that evil isn’t evil. Jonah wasn’t angry because the Ninevites had mildly annoyed him. They had slaughtered people and oppressed the weak. They had caused unimaginable suffering.

And when someone has committed terrible evil, anger is an appropriate response. There are things in this world that should make us angry. If cruelty, abuse and oppression don’t disturb you, then something is wrong.

But understandable anger can easily become deforming anger when we’ve been hurt.  We start out wanting evil to stop but then start wanting the person who has spited us to suffer.  And that’s what Jonah wants.  Look at chapter 3 verse 3:
“Now Nineveh was a very large city; it took three days to go through it. Jonah began by going a day’s journey into the city, proclaiming, ‘Forty more days and Nineveh will be overthrown.’ The Ninevites believed God. A fast was proclaimed, and all of them, from the greatest to the least, put on sackcloth.” (Jonah 3:3–5)

So Jonah will obey, but his heart isn’t in it.  He’s not looking for converts; he’s doing the bear minimum.  His message is 5 words in the Hebrew: “40 days till you’re dead.”  But look how quickly the Ninevites respond.

Nineveh took three days to cross, but Jonah only gets one day in before the people repent.  And this isn’t coincidence.  The author is contrasting the ironically soft hearted Ninevites with the hard hearted prophet who needed 3 days in the fish before he got there.

And the response from Nineveh is dramatic.  The people repent. The king repents. They even put sackcloth on the cows.  This is successful ministry at its best. This is what every pastor, missionary and mayor dreams for their city.  An entire people turning away from violence and crying out to God.  Couldn’t we use that here?

Well Chapter 3 verse 10 is the apex of Jonah’s career: 
When God saw what they did and how they turned from their evil ways, He relented and did not bring on them the destruction He had threatened. (Jonah 3:10)

And you would expect the next verse to finish the book off saying: “And Jonah returned to his own land rejoicing.”  But there is no chapter 3 verse 11. Instead, chapter 4 begins:
“But to Jonah this seemed very wrong, and he became angry.” (Jonah 4:1)

The Hebrew is actually stronger. It says, “Jonah became evil with the evil he saw.” So Nineveh turns away from violence, but Jonah takes that violence on.  Assyria has crushed their enemies, and Jonah wants God to crush his.  He hates Assyria’s violence, but really he just hates.

And that is the danger anger poses to good people. We can become evil with the evil we see.
…
For years after those boys broke into my car, I replayed the encounter in my mind.  But in the replay when he asked, “Would you like to fight about it?” I didn’t hesitate. I beat the living daylights out of those boys hundreds of times.

Actually, sometimes I dreamed it; other times I used the fantasy to put myself to sleep. They had humiliated me and gotten away with it, so I kept their violence alive by imagining how satisfying it would feel to hurt them back.  

The evil that had happened to me moved past an experience and into my imagination slowly turning me into the kind of person I hated.
…
Have you ever wished someone would get what they deserve? Have you ever been angry with God because He didn’t punish someone the way He should?  Look at Jonah’s prayer in chapter 4 verse 2:
“Isn’t this what I said, Lord, when I was still at home? … 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, Lord, take away my life, for it is better for me to die than to live.” (Jonah 4:2–3)

Isn’t that a great prayer?  Now Jonah’s anger started out understandable, but it didn’t remain there.  Now it had become violence which perfectly paralleled the people he had been sent to save.  So how does God respond when both Nineveh and Jonah have been trapped in the same cycle?
…
Here’s where we get to our second point: God confronts evil without becoming evil.

And look how God holds this together.  First, He sends Jonah into the city with a severe warning – “40 days and Nineveh will be destroyed.  Evil must stop.”  This is non-negotiable.  But at the same time His sending Jonah means He’s giving Nineveh the opportunity to repent.

And this happens after one of the worst sermons.  I mean Jonah preaches 5 words, none of which include God or repentance, and yet the Ninevites humble themselves.  And God relents.  Oh, Jonah’s right, God is absurdly rich in compassion and trigger-happy with His forgiveness.  It is so frustrating!
…
Now at this point the reader is supposed to look at Jonah and think he’s an idiot.  The problem is this isn’t about Jonah, it’s about us.  And some of us have been hurt really badly.  And that hurt has been hanging over us and keeping us from God’s abundant life.  So how are we supposed to respond?  How do we get what God has for us?
…
Scripture rules out two responses. The first is vigilante justice or vengeance. You see someone do something wrong and you make sure they pay for it.  The problem with this is that vengeance isn’t about justice at all; it’s dealing with our pain by making someone else hurt. 

My fantasy about those boys wasn’t about justice. It was about medicating my wounded pride.  And this doesn’t look like Jesus at all.

On the other hand scripture doesn’t call us to do nothing either, though some of us default to this as well.  And this might seem more Christian than vengeance, but usually “just letting it go” means we simply avoid the offender because confrontation is difficult. Sure we aren’t seeking revenge, but we also aren’t caring about the offender or their potential future victims either.  And this doesn’t look like Jesus either.

So revenge is using justice to medicate my pain, and resignation is ignoring the wrong to avoid my pain.  Neither are good, and scripture calls us to something more – forgiveness.

And forgiveness means letting go of your hate and anger before you address the person who has wronged you.
…
Now two caveats: First, forgiveness is not a substitute for justice; it is actually what allows us to pursue justice. When hatred controls us, we can’t even desire justice.  We can only see what will make us feel better.  But when love replaces hatred, we can seek the good of the offender by calling them to account.

Second caveat: forgiveness doesn’t mean you go back to the way it was.  You can never go back.  You’re going to need boundaries.  But with forgiveness and justice you can move forward into a new healthy place.  And Jesus wants to bring you there.
Alright finally, how do we do this? How do we get to the abundant life Jesus has for us after we’ve been hurt?  The answer begins not with what we do, but with remembering who we are.  Look at chapter 4 verse 4:
“But the Lord replied, ‘Is it right for you to be angry?’”
(Jonah 4:4)

God’s question here doesn’t minimize Nineveh’s evil; it exposes Jonah’s heart.  See Jonah has forgotten his own story. He ran from God, endangered the sailors and would have died in the sea if God hadn’t rescued him.  The man demanding judgment is alive only because God showed him mercy.

And God has been unreasonably relentless with this mercy.  Jonah hasn’t been easy to love.  I mean here he is preferring to die than live with a God like YHWH.  And yet God is still pursuing him.  Jonah is both so incredibly flawed and totally loved.

And that is the identity Jonah has forgotten. He is not a righteous man standing above wicked people. He is a sinner who has been rescued by grace. And that is what we allow anger to harden into contempt.

We begin imagining that we are fundamentally better than the person who hurt us. We tell ourselves, “I would never do what they did. I would never become that kind of person.”

But really? Can you say with certainty that if you had grown up in their family, suffered what they suffered, faced the pressures they faced and been tempted in the ways they were tempted, you would have turned out differently?  That’s a bit presumptuous.  
…
Now this doesn’t excuse what they did. It doesn’t remove responsibility or mean justice shouldn’t be pursued. But it should make us humble.

None of us stands before God as a good person looking down on bad people. We all stand as people who need grace.

But as long as I believe I am fundamentally better than the person who hurt me, forgiveness will be impossible. I will keep standing over them as judge. I will keep rehearsing their wrongdoing. I will keep imagining that their destruction would somehow bring me peace.

And what we need in this moment is to meet Jesus for the first time or again.  Because when we see Jesus, we realize how desperately undeserving of His grace we are, and yet how completely loved.

God knows the worst thing about us and yet hasn’t turned away.  He tells us the truth about ourselves, but continues working for our redemption.

And when we see who we are in Jesus then all of a sudden, we can start looking out at the people around us and seeing them as Jesus does.  You can pursue justice without needing destruction. You can establish boundaries without feeding contempt. You can desire repentance without denying the seriousness of sin. And you can forgive because you know that you’ve been forgiven.  

We need to see Jesus.
…
In chapter 4 verse 5, Jonah goes outside Nineveh to wait for God’s judgment; he hopes it will burn.  But when Jesus stood outside Jerusalem, He wept saying:
“O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones God’s messengers! How often I have wanted to gather your children together as a hen protects her chicks beneath her wings, but you wouldn’t let Me.”
(Matthew 23:37)

Jonah looks at a violent city and longs for its destruction. Jesus looks at a violent city and weeps for its redemption.  And then He went outside the city carrying a cross. 

See Jesus does not ignore evil. He does not pretend sin doesn’t matter. And He does not simply avoid the people who have wronged Him. Instead He confronts evil without becoming evil.

He receives our violence without returning it. He is mocked, beaten and crucified, but He does not answer hatred with hatred. He bears the cost of our sin so that justice and mercy can meet. 
…
See forgiveness is never nothing. If someone steals your sunglasses and you forgive them, someone still has to pay for another pair. Either the offender will do it, or you’ll have to absorb it yourself.  So forgiveness has never meant that there is no cost. It just means you refuse to make hatred the way of recovering it.

Now nobody said this was easy, and that’s exponentially true the bigger the offence against you has been.  And when it’s huge it’s impossible to bear that cost yourself.  You’ll either be crushed by it, or you can let Jesus bear the weight of it on your behalf.

See when you’ve got Jesus’ Spirit living inside you then the impossible is possible.  Jesus empowers us to do everything He asks of us.  And He does in us what Jonah could never do for Nineveh.  He doesn’t sit outside the city waiting for sinners to die. He goes outside the city and dies for sinners.  He died for you!

And when you see Him there—when we see how sinful we are and how loved we are—our hearts can begin to change.
…
It was several years after those boys broke into my car. I was working on my master’s degree and sitting in church one Sunday when the gospel began to make sense in a deeper way.

I realized that my sin was so serious that saving me required the death of the Son of God. I wasn’t a decent person who needed a little help. I needed mercy at an unimaginable cost.

But at the same time, I saw that I was so deeply loved that Jesus willingly paid that cost for me. I was worse than I wanted to admit and more loved than I had ever dared believe.

And sometime after that, I realized that I hadn’t thought about those boys for a long time. I had tried to forgive them many times before. I had told myself to let it go. I had tried to stop replaying the story.  But it wasn’t until I began to see Jesus more clearly that the anger gradually lost its grip.

I no longer needed to win the fight in my imagination. I no longer needed to see them suffer in order to recover what had been taken. The gospel had begun setting me free. And that’s the miracle of forgiveness.

When we see who we are in Jesus—sinners rescued by costly grace—we no longer have to become evil with the evil done to us. We can confront what is wrong without being consumed by it, pursue justice without vengeance, forgive without denying the wound, and finally live into the abundant life Jesus wants for us.

Will you let Him do that in you?

