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We are continuing our series through the book of Jonah, entitled "Hope for the Wayward." After running
from God, surviving the storm, and being rescued from the sea, Jonah has finally arrived in Ninevenh.
At last, he appears to be moving in the right direction.
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Last week, we saw that Jonah obeyed God, although reluctantly. He preached the message God gave
him, the people of Nineveh turned from their violence, and God relented from the disaster he had
threatened. It should have been a moment of great joy. Yet to Jonah's deep disappointment, his
enemies received mercy.
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Nineveh's response follows a familiar biblical pattern: God warns people of judgment, they turn from
their sin, and God responds with mercy. We see the same pattern throughout Israel's own history.
When Israel wandered from the covenant, God warned them; when they turned from their idols, God
showed compassion.
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Jonah himself reaches back to Israel's experience in Exodus 34. After the people worshipped the
golden calf, Moses interceded for them, and God renewed his covenant. Israel survived because the
Lord is "merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love."
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The writer of Jonah now does something deeply unsettling. He places pagan sailors and the violent city
of Nineveh inside the same pattern of warning, repentance, and mercy that Israel had experienced.
The grace Israel treasured for itself is now extended to outsiders - even to Israel's enemies.
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The word "violence" in Jonah 3 describes the brutality, oppression, exploitation, and cruelty that had
filled Nineveh's life. God's wrath was not the uncontrolled rage of a bad-tempered deity. It was God's
rightful opposition to a society that had built its power through the suffering of others. Jonah's message
was clear: a society that lives by violence cannot continue forever.
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But Nineveh interrupted its normal way of life. The king called the people to turn from their evil ways
and from the violence in their hands. God saw what they did, and he relented.
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That should have been the joyful ending of the story. But chapter 4 begins with a shocking word: "But."
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"But Jonah was greatly displeased and became angry." The Hebrew is even stronger. What God
regarded as an act of mercy, Jonah regarded as a great evil. Jonah did not merely dislike God's
decision; he believed God had done something wrong.
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Jonah's anger was a protest against the generosity of God. He was furious because God's mercy was
greater than Jonah's prejudice.
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The words anger and angry appear repeatedly in this final chapter. The writer wants us to see that
something is deeply wrong in Jonah's heart. He knows the truth about God, but that truth has not made
him more like God. His theology is sound, but his love is not.
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What, then, can we learn from these opening verses of Jonah 4?
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1. Anger Is a Window into Our Hearts
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Jonah's anger is not simply a loss of temper. It opens a window into his heart. Nineveh's repentance
did not merely disappoint him; it threatened the world he wanted - a world in which Israel's enemies
were destroyed and Jonah's moral judgment was proven right.
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Anger itself is not always sinful. There is such a thing as righteous anger against cruelty, abuse, and
injustice. God himself is angered by evil because he loves what is good. But even justified anger can
become corrupted when it is mixed with hatred, self-righteousness, revenge, or contempt. That was
Jonah's problem.
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Jonah wanted Nineveh judged, not spared. He could accept God's mercy when it rescued Israel, and
he was grateful when that mercy rescued him from the sea. But he could not tolerate the same mercy
being offered to Israel's enemies.
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Jonah loved his nation, and love of country is not necessarily wrong. But his national identity had
become more important to him than the heart of God. It became the controlling love that shaped his
judgment, his desires, and even his interpretation of Scripture. Anything that takes the central place
that belongs to God - even something good - can become an idol.
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Jonah's anger revealed that he loved being right more than he loved people. He wanted God's grace
to stop where his prejudice began.
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Our anger can reveal the same thing in us. Often, beneath anger is something we value that feels
threatened: our reputation, our security, our comfort, our control, our political convictions, or simply our
need to be proven right. Anger may be the surface emotion, but underneath it may be fear, shame,
grief, disappointment, pride, or insecurity.
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That is why God asks Jonah, "Is it right for you to be angry?" God is not merely telling Jonah to calm
down. He is inviting Jonah to examine what his anger is protecting. The question is not intended to
shame him but to uncover and heal the deeper condition of his heart.
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The same guestion comes to us: Is my anger truly shaped by love for God and concern for what is right,
or has it become a way of protecting my pride? Am | angry because someone has been harmed, or
because | have been challenged? Do | want restoration, or do | secretly want someone to fail?
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This is uncomfortable, but it is necessary. The unspoken truth is that we can disguise personal
resentment as moral conviction. We can call it righteous anger when, in fact, we are defending our ego,
our tribe, or our prejudice. God cares not only about whether our position is correct; he also cares about
what is happening in our hearts.
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2. Knowing God's Word Does Not Always Mean Knowing God's Ways
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Jonah knew the Word of God, but he did not share the heart of God. As a prophet sent to Nineveh, he
should have been overjoyed when the people took his warning seriously and turned from their violence.
He could have returned to the city, taught them more fully about the God of Israel, and helped them
move from repentance toward a life of faith and obedience.
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We cannot know what might have happened had Jonah done so. The text does not tell us. Perhaps
Nineveh's repentance might have deepened and produced a more lasting transformation. What we do
know is that Jonah chose distance over discipleship. Rather than entering the city to help its people
grow, he withdrew and waited to see whether they would be destroyed.
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Tim Keller makes this observation:
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"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 the Bible says that the mark of evil fools is to be 'wise in
their own eyes™ (cf. Proverbs 26:12).
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That is exactly what Jonah does. He uses God's Word in an argument against God. In Jonah 4:2, he
echoes God's revelation of himself in Exodus 34:6: "a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger
and abounding in love." But Jonah recites those words as a complaint. The very character of God that
had preserved Israel and rescued Jonah has now become the reason for Jonah's anger.
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Jonah is not entirely wrong to care about justice. Nineveh's violence was real, and evil must not be
treated lightly. God's compassion did not mean that injustice no longer mattered. Mercy is not the denial
of evil; it is God's willingness to give sinners space to turn from evil before judgment falls.
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Jonah's deeper problem was that he used Scripture to defend his prejudice rather than allowing
Scripture to confront and change him. He knew the words of God, but he resisted the ways of God. He
wanted the Bible to confirm where he was right rather than reveal where his own heart was wrong.
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This is the danger of religious knowledge without love. We can know the right verses, defend the right
doctrines, and still use truth as a wall to keep people at a distance. Correct theology does not
automatically produce a gracious heart. When knowledge is not shaped by love, it can make us proud,
harsh, and blind to our own prejudice.
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Paul writes to the Corinthian church, "Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up” (1 Corinthians 8:1).
Knowledge can enlarge our minds while leaving our hearts untouched. It can even make us feel
superior to those who do not know what we know or interpret Scripture as we do.
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Sadly, Jonah's attitude is not unusual. It appears whenever a group becomes convinced that its
understanding of Scripture is purer, more faithful, or more holy than everyone else's. Those who
disagree are then treated as though they are beyond God's mercy and deserving of his judgment.
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We can quote the right verses, defend sound doctrine, and still fail to reflect God's patience, mercy,
and compassion. We can read Scripture mainly to prove others wrong while remaining blind to what
God is saying to us.
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God does not give us his Word merely to increase our knowledge or strengthen our arguments. He
gives it to transform our hearts. When we open the Bible, we should not ask only, "What does this say
about them?" We must also ask, "Lord, what are you showing me about myself? Where are you
correcting my pride, challenging my prejudice, and teaching me to love the people you love?"
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The true evidence that we know God's Word is not simply that we can explain it correctly, but that
through it we are gradually learning God's way.
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At the centre of this passage is a question of love. What do we love most deeply? What occupies the
centre of our hearts? Our identity, habits, and character are quietly formed by what receives our deepest
attention and affection. We gradually become like what we love.
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That is why Jesus' question to Peter by the Sea of Galilee is also a question for us: "Do you love me?"
Put your own name there. Do you love Christ enough to let him correct you? Do you love him enough
to release your anger, surrender your prejudice, and love people you would rather avoid?
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Love for Christ is not proven merely by what we know about him. It is revealed in whether his love is
reshaping the way we see and treat others. Grace that reaches our hearts should make us more
gracious. Mercy that rescues us should make us more merciful.
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So let me suggest three simple responses. First, pay attention to your anger. Do not merely justify it or
suppress it. Bring it honestly before God and ask what it reveals about what you fear, value, or love.
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Second, allow Scripture to read you. Do not come to the Bible only looking for ammunition against
someone else. Ask the Holy Spirit to expose what is hard, proud, fearful, or prejudiced within you.
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Third, move toward the people from whom you are tempted to withdraw. Jonah sat outside the city,
hoping for judgment. God may be calling us to enter the city - to listen, to pray, to speak truth with
humility, and to help people take their next steps toward faith and obedience.
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Perhaps the most searching question is this: Who are the Ninevites in my heart? Whose failure would
secretly satisfy me? Whose repentance would disappoint me because it would require me to welcome
someone | have already judged?
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God's question to Jonah is filled with grace: "Is it right for you to be angry?" The Lord does not abandon
his angry prophet. He speaks to him, questions him, and patiently invites him into a deeper knowledge
of God's heart. The God who shows compassion to Nineveh is also showing compassion to Jonah.
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That is encouraging news for us. When God exposes the narrowness of our love, he is not finished with
us. He is drawing us out of self-righteousness and into a deeper relationship with himself. His correction
is part of his mercy.
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May our study and meditation on God's Word not only increase our knowledge of God but deepen our
love for him, until his love occupies every corner of our hearts and enables us to love even our enemies.
Jonah's challenge to love is ours as well.
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"If | have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if | have a faith that
can move mountains, but do not have love, | am nothing” (1 Corinthians 13:2).
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God's way is the way of truth shaped by love, justice held together with mercy, and conviction made
humble by grace. May we not only study his Word but be formed by his way. Amen.
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