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Jonah should be feeling pretty good.   His mission to Ninevah, in spite of his less-than-inspired 
message and evident lack of enthusiasm for it, has exceeded all expectations:  the entire 
population of this large city with a reputation for corruption and wickedness has repented and 
turned to God.  What preacher wouldn’t like to boast of that?   But Jonah is far from happy.  In 
fact, he’s downright angry.  The Hebrew word for “angry” here means, literally, “burned up.”   
At first it seems that perhaps he feels his reputation as a prophet is undermined because the 
dire consequences he warned the residents of Ninevah about didn’t come to pass.  But we 
realize quickly that there’s more to it.  “I knew it!” he says to God.  “I knew you were a forgiving 
God, and only too ready to let those people off the hook.” 
 
When he was in the fish, Jonah’s prayer praised God for saving his life.  Now his prayer is “Just 
kill me now.”  His resentment and indignation over God’s change of heart toward the people of 
Ninevah overshadow any positive hopes he might have had for his life.  He’s so outraged at the 
prospect of the people of Ninevah escaping destruction that he doesn’t even want to live in a 
world where this can happen.  It’s not his idea of how God should do things, so he wants no 
part of it. 
 
The irony here  – Jonah’s story is full of ironies! – is in Jonah’s own words:  “I knew you were a 
gracious God, and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent 
from punishing.”  The words themselves are good news, are they not?  But Jonah doesn’t quite 
see it that way.   He claims to have known about God’s grace and readiness to forgive from the 
beginning.. And yet, he doesn’t really know it, not deep down.   
 
God spoke to Jonah and Jonah turned his back.  God gave him a task, and he ran away from it.  
He tried to get away from God, and God went after him.  He endangered others (the sailors, 
who, by the way, were far more compassionate toward him than Jonah had reason to expect).  
Jonah might have died in the storm, or in the fish, but God rescued him.  When he finally did 
what God asked of him – albeit grudgingly and with no evidence of concern for the people he 
was sent to – God used his ungracious words to convey a message of grace to the whole city of 
Ninevah.  
 
Jonah seems quite oblivious to the grace of God in his own story.  His own disobedience has 
either been conveniently forgotten or else dismissed as inconsequential compared to the really 
sinful people of Ninevah.   
 
The storyteller, and we the hearers of the story, are able to grasp the bigger picture, but Jonah, 
the foolish and very reluctant prophet, can only see his own resentment.  Notice that everyone 
and everything in this story – the sailors, the sea, the fish, the people of Ninevah, even their 
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animals – displays greater obedience to God than God’s own prophet.  Notice, too, that God 
has been in control of all the events of the story.  You’d think that after the whole storm-sea-
fish episode Jonah might want to be pretty cautious about arguing with God!  But his bitterness 
overshadows his good sense. 
 
In spite of everything he’s been through, Jonah’s heart is not really changed.  He can describe 
the nature of God.  He knows prayers to say.  He’s done (finally, reluctantly) what God asked of 
him.  But he stubbornly resists the implications of what he claims to know.  He still seems to 
hate the people of Ninevah, for reasons that aren’t fully clear – maybe their reputation for evil, 
a history that’s made them the enemy as far as Jonah is concerned, perhaps a perceived 
inferiority, or an “otherness.  Whatever the reason, h cannot accept that God loves them, and 
wants to extend grace to them.  Jonah still, in a way, thinks he can escape who God is. 
 
We could see from the start of the story that Jonah was going to be a foolish character.  But it’s 
clear by now that Jonah is meant to be a mirror, held up to our resentments and our stubborn 
resistance to God’s grace. In Jonah, we see a reflection of our own tendency to judge others 
harshly and excuse ourselves readily.  In Jonah, we see what is often only too true of ourselves: 
that our love of comfort and convenience is often stronger than our love for our neighbors. In 
Jonah, we see how foolish we are in clinging to our illusions of being in control.   
 
In Jonah, we see our own desire to insist on limits to grace, with some people firmly beyond 
those limits.  For Jonah, that clearly means the people of Ninevah.  We may have other ideas 
about who cannot, should not, be eligible for God’s grace:  maybe terrorists, or tyrants, abusers 
or people who profit from the misery of others; maybe followers of another faith, or non-
believers, or members of a group we see as ‘different.’  It might be more personal:  somebody 
who betrayed you or hurt a loved one.  We can always find some individual or group to point to 
as evidence that God cannot possibly extend grace to everybody, and that we can’t be expected 
to believe such a thing.  But we are, apparently, expected to believe it.  That’s exactly what the 
book of Jonah is about:  that the grace-filled love of God will ultimately have its way… in spite of 
all our human attempts to evade it, circumvent it, hide it, or hoard it.  Nothing we do – or don’t 
do – can stand in the way.   
 
Forget the debates about whether Jonah was actually inside a fish for three days!  This thing 
about God’s grace is the part of this story that is really hard to believe.  A lot of us have a really 
hard time with this.  From conversations during more than 30 years in ministry, I can tell you 
that one of the doctrines Christians in general seem to feel most invested in is belief in a literal 
hell, coupled with a firm expectation that God will be sending a lot of people there. Many 
people insist on this with far more passion than they have for other doctrines which are much 
more central to the Christian faith and more strongly supported by scripture.  
 
Why is grace so offensive to us?  It’s partly that it challenges our sense of justice (and of course, 
like Jonah, we would like, ourselves, to be in charge of determining what justice should consist 
of!)  It also messes with our sense of ourselves as being (at least relatively more) deserving of 
God’s acceptance, approval, and blessing.  We pay lip service to grace, but a lot of the time we 
really prefer our all-American belief that we can earn our way to everything we need, including 
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God’s favor.  But Jonah shows us how blind we can be to the grace we have so greatly needed, 
and which has so often seen us through. 
 
Jonah also shows us how our desire to hold others outside the grace of God prevents us from 
fully experiencing that grace ourselves. 
 
God says, “Are you right to be angry?” and Jonah (apparently thinking, “you bet I am”) stalks off 
and sits down outside Ninevah, waiting perhaps to see what will become of the city.  Hoping, 
maybe, that God will have another change of heart and decide to destroy it after all. 
 
God doesn’t do that.  Instead, God tries again to invite Jonah into the bigger perspective of 
divine grace: 
 
God gives Jonah a bush (or a gourd vine, in some translations) for shade.  Jonah is happy. 
 
God sends a worm to attack the bush and make it wither, and a hot wind that makes Jonah 
miserably uncomfortable.   Jonah is unhappy. 
 
Again, God asks, “Is it right for you to be angry?” 
 
Jonah still thinks it is.  Jonah is a very stubborn character! 
 
Finally, God lays the crux of the matter out for Jonah in quite blunt terms:  “You are concerned 
about a bush.  How trivial is that?  Shouldn’t I be concerned about all the people – and even the 
animals – of Ninevah?” 
 
And that’s it.  There is no answer.  And nothing like an ending, either.   
 
Jonah’s story, which could have been neatly tied up at the end of chapter two or chapter three, 
just ends with the question hanging in the air.  Does Jonah ever open his mind and heart to a 
bigger vision of God’s grace?  The storyteller doesn’t give us the answer.  We are left to 
wonder.  And we are left to wrestle with our own tendency to draw boundaries around God’s 
love.  We are left to consider our own resistance to the grace of God.  We are left to come to 
terms for ourselves with the difference between our vision and God’s. 
 
Does love win?  In the ultimate sense, the book of Jonah’s answer is a firm “yes.”  Does love win 
Jonah over?  That’s left up in the air.  And so, too, is our response to the question.  We are left 
to ponder whether we are ready to let love win in our hearts.   
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