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We have spent the past few months walking through Jonah. There is still more truth to discover in this small but
profound book, but I hope this journey has spoken to us personally.
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In many ways, Jonah’s story reflects our own. Like Jonah, we resist the life God calls us to live. We often prefer
the road that is comfortable and pleasing to us rather than following God toward the places—and the people—he
has chosen for us.
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Our disobedience rarely affects us alone. We have failed to love, spoken words we wish we could take back, and
sometimes wounded others through selfishness, anger, prejudice, or indifference. Yet the good news of Jonah is
that God does not give up on wayward people.
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Sometimes, like Jonah, we encounter storms that stop us in our tracks—circumstances we cannot control,
hardships we cannot escape, and moments that threaten the life we have built for ourselves. When our strength is
no longer enough, we begin to cry out to the Lord. We begin to learn how to pray.
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For Jonah, it took three days in the belly of a great fish before he finally turned toward God. He began moving in
the right direction and obeyed God’s call to preach to a people he despised. Yet Jonah obeyed with his feet and
his lips before he obeyed with his heart.
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When the people of Nineveh repented and God withheld the calamity he had threatened, Jonah became angry. He
knew God’s Word, but he had not yet learned God’s ways. He understood God’s truth, but he did not share God’s
heart.
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Today we come to the final message. Jonah is still angry, but God is not finished with him. Rather than rejecting
his prophet, God gently questions him, exposes his heart, and invites him to rejoice because lost people have been
spared.
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The story does not end neatly. We are never told how Jonah responds. Instead, God leaves him—and us—with a
question: Will we care about the people God cares about? Will we allow his compassion to reshape our hearts?
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We might have expected the story to end with chapter 3: Nineveh repents, God shows mercy, and everyone lives
happily ever after. But chapter 4 continues because God is concerned not only about Nineveh, but also about the
heart of his prophet.
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Chapter 4 begins with God asking Jonah, “Do you do well to be angry?” It ends with another question: “And
should not | pity Nineveh, that great city?” Between them, God uses a plant, a worm, and a scorching wind to
help Jonah see his own heart.
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Jonah goes east of the city, builds a shelter, and waits to see what will happen. God appoints a plant to shade him,
and Jonah is exceedingly glad. The next day God appoints a worm to destroy the plant, then sends a hot east wind.
Jonah again becomes so angry that he wishes to die.
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The repeated word “appointed” matters. None of this is accidental. The God who appointed the storm and the fish
now appoints the plant, worm, and wind. He is still pursuing Jonah, teaching him, and softening a heart that knows
about grace but has not learned to live graciously.
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1. The Shelters We Build for Ourselves Are Inadequate
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In Jonah 4:5, Jonah builds himself a shelter east of Nineveh and waits to see what will happen to the city. The
shelter is practical, but it also becomes a picture of his spiritual condition. Jonah has withdrawn from the people,
positioned himself as a spectator, and constructed a small place from which he can safely watch for their
destruction.
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The shelter is temporary and fragile. It gives him some shade, but it cannot fully protect him. So God, still caring
for this stubborn prophet, causes a plant to grow over him. Jonah becomes very happy—not because a city has
been spared, but because his personal discomfort has been relieved.
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That contrast exposes Jonah’s heart. He grieves over the loss of a plant but feels no grief over the possible loss of
thousands of people. He is deeply concerned about what serves him, yet strangely unmoved by those who need
mercy.
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Why is Jonah sitting outside the city? Why does he not remain among the Ninevites to teach and encourage them?
Instead, he waits, still hoping the city might be destroyed.
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Jonah had announced God’s warning, but he did not truly desire the people’s repentance. He wanted judgment
because he believed they were cruel and wicked. Yet deep in his heart, Jonah knew that God was gracious and
compassionate. His shelter therefore becomes a picture of his resistance. He is trying to distance himself from the
people God has spared and, in a sense, shelter himself from the mercy of God.
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We build shelters too. When we cannot control God, our circumstances, or other people, we create small
environments in which we feel secure. We withdraw. We surround ourselves with people who agree with us. We
avoid difficult relationships. We defend our assumptions. We build emotional, religious, and political shelters
that keep uncomfortable truths—and uncomfortable people—at a distance.
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Money, reputation, religious knowledge, control, familiar routines, relationships, and approval can all become
shelters. They may offer temporary comfort, but they cannot protect us from loss, suffering, mortality,
disappointment, or the searching presence of God.
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Even our churches, traditions, doctrines, and social circles can become shelters. None of these things is necessarily
wrong. But when they exist mainly to preserve our comfort, reassure us of our superiority, or keep outsiders at a
safe distance, they no longer help us participate in God’s mission. They become places from which we watch and
judge rather than places from which we serve and love.
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God does not want that kind of life for Jonah, and he does not want it for us. The plant grows, the worm destroys
it, and the wind blows because God loves Jonah too much to leave him enclosed within the shelter of his own
anger. Sometimes God removes what makes us comfortable, not because he has abandoned us, but because our
comfort has become a barrier to compassion.
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2. God’s Compassion Reaches Beyond the Limits of Our Hearts
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The Lord says to Jonah: “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. 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?”
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The word pity means to look upon with compassion., to be merciful...
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Jonah cared about the plant because it benefited him. God cared about Nineveh because the city was filled with
people he had made. Jonah’s compassion was narrow, selective, and self-interested. God’s compassion was wide
enough to embrace both a rebellious prophet and a violent city.
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Just sit with that for a moment. God grieves over Jonah’s self-righteousness and prejudice, and he grieves over
Nineveh’s violence and injustice. God is not indifferent to sin. He knows where it leads. Sin produces pain,
brokenness, addiction, injustice, trauma, and death. It wounds the sinner, the victim, the family, the community,
and sometimes generations yet unborn.
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Why does the almighty, self-sufficient Creator attach his heart to Jonah, Nineveh, you, and me?
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Tim Keller observes that God does not need us; he chooses to love us. What happens to Nineveh moves him
because he has freely attached his heart to the people he made.
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That is the wonder of divine compassion. God chooses to care for Jonah, Nineveh, you, and me. His grace flows
from that compassion, even when we are not gracious toward him or one another.
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And then God calls us to enlarge our hearts. He asks us to become concerned about more than our own comfort,
our own group, our own losses, and our own sense of being right. He calls us to attach our hearts to people as
he has attached his heart to us.
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That does not mean pretending that evil is good. God never excuses Nineveh’s violence, and he never approves
Jonah’s bitterness. Compassion does not deny sin; it refuses to reduce a human being to his or her sin. It tells the
truth while still longing for repentance, restoration, and life.
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The hard question is not whether God cares about the people we find difficult. The hard question is whether we
will allow his compassion to stretch the limits of our hearts.
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3. God’s Grace Gives More Than We Deserve—and Costs More Than We Know
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Throughout this scene, God comes near to Jonah. He speaks to him, provides shade for him, watches over him,
questions him, and patiently teaches him—even though God seems to be the furthest thing from Jonah’s mind.
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Why does God bother with this stubborn, self-absorbed, prejudiced prophet? The answer is simple: God loves
Jonah. He wants Jonah not only to know facts about him but to share in his ways. He wants Jonah to participate
in the joy of extravagant grace. He wants Jonah to see the world and its people through God’s eyes.
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When we are angry, disappointed, or in pain, we may wonder whether God cares. Sometimes we are angry with
him; at other times we feel he is absent. But our feelings and circumstances cannot tell us the whole truth about
God.
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Even when Jonah pushes God away, God remains near. When Jonah runs, God pursues him. When Jonah refuses
to listen, God still speaks. When Jonah would rather die than surrender, God does not abandon him. This is the
holy persistence of God’s love.
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God’s final words describe the people of Nineveh as those who “do not know their right hand from their left.”
Some understand this as a reference to young children; others see it as a description of moral confusion. Either
way, God sees people who are lost, confused, and unable to find their way without mercy.
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Those words bring to mind Jesus on the cross. While soldiers gambled for his clothing and others mocked him,
Jesus prayed, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” Jonah sat outside a city hoping that his
enemies would die. Jesus hung outside a city and gave his life so that his enemies might be forgiven.
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That is where grace leads us—not merely to a plant, a worm, and a wind, but to the cross. At the cross, God does
not overlook evil. He bears its cost. Grace is free to the sinner, but it is not cheap
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Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote that grace is costly because it calls us to follow Jesus Christ. It is costly because it
condemns sin while justifying the sinner. Above all, it is costly because it cost God the life of his Son. “What has
cost God so much cannot be cheap for us” (The Cost of Discipleship).
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“What has cost God so much cannot be cheap for us. Those are challenging words. Who would we rather
judge than receive? Whom have we quietly placed beyond God’s mercy—the former prisoner, the abusive parent,
the gay cousin, the alcoholic uncle, the transgender sister, the unfaithful friend, etc? Whom? We all have people
we would rather avoid than love.
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I know | do. Even after all these years, | am still learning to release bitterness, hurt, and old wounds. It is easier
to identify with Jonah than with Jesus. The more I reflect on Christ’s prayer for his enemies, the more | realize
how much I still have to learn about grace.
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Grace is too generous, too deep, and too vast for us to control. We cannot measure it, buy it, sell it, bargain with
it, or use it as a weapon against someone else. We like to receive grace, but we often find it difficult to give.
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We are more comfortable with law because law can be measured. We understand “an eye for an eye and a tooth
for a tooth.” We know how to keep score. But turning the other cheek, forgiving those who wound us, and
welcoming repentant people back into community unsettles us. It unsettled Jonah too.
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Grace does not ask us to call evil good or remain in unsafe situations. Forgiveness is not the same as ignoring
consequences or refusing wise boundaries. Grace means we will not answer evil with evil or let hatred have the
final word. When repentance is genuine, our hearts remain open to restoration.
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The book of Jonah ends with a question rather than an answer because the final issue is not merely what Jonah
will do. The question is what we will do. Will we remain outside the city, clinging to bitterness, protecting our
pride, and demanding judgment? Or will we allow God to teach us his heart?
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The plant, the worm, the wind, the city, the people, and even the cattle all press toward one truth: God cares more
deeply, more widely, and more tenderly than Jonah does. And God is calling Jonah—and congregations like
ours—into a life shaped by mercy, compassion, and grace.
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I have entitled this series “Hope for the Wayward” for a reason. | confess that | have travelled that same road. |
know what life is like when we run from the Lord and try to build our own shelter.
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I first sensed God speaking to my heart during a church service and later at a crusade. | was twenty-five years

old, and I had my future planned. | had a wife and a family. The thought of surrendering everything to God seemed
impossible, so | ran as hard and as fast as | could. | chased my own dreams and my own picture of success.
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But God brought storms and deep struggles into my life. Piece by painful piece, the shelters I had built for myself
were taken away until | finally surrendered to his way. By then | was thirty-seven years old—twelve years of
fighting and arguing with God.
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I thought I had good reasons. | had a wife and three children. Why would anyone give up a good-paying career
and follow God to rural China? Many people thought I was foolish. So did I. Yet God was teaching us lessons we
could never have learned while chasing our own dreams. Through the years he has continued chipping away at
the old me so that | might know him more deeply and trust him more fully. - the lessons have not finished, I’'m
still learning..
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I want to speak especially to the young people and young adults among us. Perhaps you sense that God is stirring
something in your heart. Do not ignore it. Take time to pray, reflect, and explore what he may be doing.
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Begin serving somewhere. VVolunteer, and talk with a pastor or trusted leader. One thing | have learned is that
others may recognize your gifts before you do.
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Do not run from God’s invitation, as Jonah and I once did. You do not need to have your whole future figured
out. Simply place it in God’s hands and allow him to lead you. One day, you may look back and realize that
surrender was not the loss of your life, but the beginning of the life God had been preparing for you.
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And | want to speak gently to those carrying anger, grief, shame, disappointment, pride, fear, or even prejudice—
especially toward those who have hurt you or whom you find difficult to understand and accept.
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Bring what you are carrying honestly to God. Ask him to help you choose mercy where mercy is possible,
establish wise boundaries where they are needed, and let go of the judgments you hold toward those who are
different from you. Healing may take time, but it begins with one honest and courageous step.
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Today we face the same choice Jonah faced. Will we join God in giving forgiveness, mercy, and love generously?
Or will we sit outside the city of other people’s lives—angry, wounded, and alone beneath the shelters we have
built for ourselves?
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There is hope for the wayward because God is not finished with us, just as he was not finished with Jonah. I would
like to imagine that Jonah finally understood. Though the story does not tell us, I’d imagine that perhaps he
finally knelt before the Lord and said, “Not my will, but yours be done.” So folks the question to Jonah is the
same to us, should we not have pity for the Ninevites - those who are loss, without God, devoid of a moral
compass?
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May we learn to live graciously with one another as members of God’s family, welcoming those whose lives and
experiences are different from our own. May God free us from the shelters that keep us distant, enlarge our hearts
with his compassion, and make us people through whom his costly grace can flow. Amen.
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