
 

 Good God 
Jonah 4:5-11 

 
 
Introduction 
 
Three months ago (when it was still warm outside) we kicked off a church-wide              
emphasis on one of our five Antioch identities, Eyewitnesses to the grace of God in the                
Person of Jesus Christ. Our compass for this season was the book of Jonah in a                
sermon series titled, “The Pursuit of Those Far From God,” along with Eyewitness             
Trainings for men and women. This past week was the last day of training, and today is                 
the last day of Jonah. I just have to say, I’m sad to leave this book because it has                   
continually surprised us with its depth and unique application to our church. Thanks be              
to God that his word is simple enough for Sunday School and complex enough for the                
rest of life!  
 
One other way we’ve been thinking about our identity as Eyewitnesses is the through              
our everyday work. Dan Bush has been helping us get glimpses into some of our               
members’ work, not just in how their work contributes to missions, but how doing our               
work well glorifies God as it fulfills his first “great commission” to “fill the earth and                
subdue it”. Let’s watch our last video in this series: [Lynnsy and Chris Deferio video].               1

Chris and Lynnsy, thanks for sharing your work with us! 
 
Today we bring Jonah to close with a sermon titled, “Good God,” so open your Bibles                
with me to Jonah 4:5-11. That’s page 775 if you’re using one of the Bibles in the chairs.                  
Here is today’s main idea: God is too good to destroy his eyewitnesses or to leave them                 
where they are. We’ll work through that by breaking it in half: first, God is too good to                  2

destroy his eyewitnesses in verses 5-8, and then God is too good to leave his               
eyewitnesses where they are in verses 9-11.  
 
With that said, if you are able, please stand with me to honor the reading of God’s word.                  
Again, today’s passage is Jonah 4:5-11. Church, hear the word of the Lord:  
 
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 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               

1 Genesis 1:28 
2 Timothy Keller, The Prodigal Prophet: Jonah and the Mystery of God’s Mercy, 130-132 
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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?” Jonah 4:5-11 

 
May the Word preached here today echo in our hearts and among the nations. And all                
God’s people said, Amen . You may be seated. 
 
Exposition 
 
It’s fitting at the end of sermon series, especially one that covers an entire book of the                 
Bible, to provide a look back at the entire story. Pastor Jason does such a good job at                  
this that we usually have him do it; but since he couldn’t be here today, it’s left to me. So                    
let me story it for us...   3

 
There’s no doubt about it, the picture of Jonah we get after studying this book closely is                 
not the same picture many of us got of him if we heard his story growing up. If I could                    
describe Jonah in an emoji, it would be this one I think: [cursing emoji]. He is a bitter,                  
angry man. And some think he even uses Hebrew profanity in one of his shouts back to                 
God. (Maybe Job’s wife, who told him to curse God and die, would’ve been a perfect                4

match for Jonah. ) How could this prophet be so different from a fellow prophet of his                5

time, named Micah, who wrote, 
 
He has shown you, O mortal, what is good. And what does the LORD require of you?                 
To act justly and to love mercy  and to walk humbly with your God. Micah 6:8, NIV  
 
Jonah seems more like people Jesus Christ would describe later, such as the             
unforgiving servant, who even though he was forgiven a debt of several million dollars,              
went out and found a person who owed him just a few dollars and choked him and                 

3 The Bible Project, “Jonah,” https://thebibleproject.com/explore/jonah/ 
4 John H. Walton, Jonah , The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, Loc 2361-2362 
5 Job 2:9 
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threw him in prison. Or the older brother of the prodigal son, who was furious when his                 6

father forgave his crazy little brother. But who’s the real crazy one here? Who is totally                7

not getting that mercy can’t be earned? Jonah! And as he smolders on this hillside               
hating everyone but himself, he seems the perfect candidate to be destroyed by God.  
 
I. God is too good to destroy his eyewitnesses - vv. 5-8 
 
But God is too good to destroy his eyewitnesses. This is our first half of our focus this                  
morning. Let’s look at verse five together: 
 
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.                  
Jonah 4:5 
 
One thing that’s ironic about Jonah doing this, when you and I go camping, unless you                
are a refugee, it probably doesn’t make you think of a time when you lived in tents. But                  
for Israel and the people of Israel, setting up a “booth” would’ve have clearly reminded               
them of the shelters they lived in after God’s rescued them from slavery in Egypt. In                
fact, God had even commanded them to hold a festival of booths every year, saying, 
 
42 You shall dwell in booths for seven days. All native Israelites shall dwell in booths, 43                 

that your generations may know that I made the people of Israel dwell in booths when I                 
brought them out of the land of Egypt: I am the Lord your God.” Leviticus 23:42-43  8

 
So Jonah is literally sitting in a tangible reminder of God’s great mercy. It’s interesting               
how quickly we develop amnesia when God isn’t living up to our expectations! But true               
to his character, rather than blistering Jonah, God gives even more mercy. Look at              
verse six: 
 
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. Jonah 4:6 
 
It’s funny how when we’re completely giving ourselves to self-pity, the simplest of things              
can become the greatest of comforts. The text tells us that in response to the plant                

6 Matthew 18:23-35; Keller, 114 
7 Luke 15:11-32; Keller, 116 
8 Eric Redmond, Bill Curtis, and Ken Fentress, Christ-Centered Exposition Commentary: Exalting Jesus in 
Jonah, Micah, Nahum, and Habakkuk, Loc 1244-1246 
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Jonah literally “rejoiced a great rejoicing”. Not the kind of rejoicing that says, “God,              9

thanks for this,” but instead, “Plant, ‘you are so beautiful to me / can’t you see / you’re                  
everything I hope for / you’re everything I need / you are so beautiful to me’”. We                 10

wallow in our problems and it’s like, “Oh carton of ice cream, you get me,” or                
“Instagram, you’re my only friend,” or “Xbox, you’re always there for me.” We do this,               
right? All the while missing that God gave us such mercies in order to remind us to look                  
to him in our unhappy state.  
 
The text tells us that God appointed the plant that it might save him from his discomfort.                 
It’s a play on words that doesn’t just mean saving Jonah from feeling like a Scrooge, but                 
saving him from himself, from his heart that is so far from God. And what have we                 11

been learning over and over in this book? When judgment seems so well-deserved,             
that’s when God gives even more mercy. (Although it might appear a strange way of               
doing so.) Look at verse seven: 
 
But when dawn came up the next day, God appointed a worm that attacked the plant,                
so that it withered. Jonah 4:7 
 
Young Disciples, you’ve always wondered where the very hungry caterpillar came           
from--well, here he is in the Bible, sent to eat Jonah’s beloved plant! And so, what                12

happened next? 
 
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.” Jonah 4:8 
 
Here it is again. Jonah resorts to the same tactic from verse three, and, really, the same                 
tactic from when he was on the boat and told the sailors to throw him into the sea. He                   
won’t even make the effort to take his own life--“You do it,” he says. It’s like the child                  13

that doesn’t just throw a fit in the grocery story, but literally lays down in the floor and                  
refuses to move. Unless you’re a super-parent there’s gotta be at least an instant of               
thinking, “I wonder what would happen if I just walked out and left him there?” So how is                  
it that God looks down on Jonah in the middle of yet another tantrum, and doesn’t                
destroy him? Doesn’t give him what he deserves, what he’s literally begging for?  

9 T. Desmond Alexander, Jonah , Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries, 141 
10 Joe Cocker, “You Are So Beautiful,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ApfhL-06xfo  
11 Redmond, Loc 1260-1261; Alexander, 141 
12 Redmond, Loc 1262-1263 
13 Jonah 4:3; 1:12 
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To answer that I think it’s fitting to look to another Old Testament prophet named               
Hosea. In his book God describes his people like a wife who is cheating on him, and not                  
just cheating on him but selling herself into prostitution. Yet he continues to pursue her,               
and in climactic moment toward the end of the book he says to her, 
 
8 How can I give you up, O Ephraim? How can I hand you over, O Israel? How can I                    
make you like Admah? How can I treat you like Zeboiim? My heart recoils within me; my                 
compassion grows warm and tender. 9 I will not execute my burning anger; I will not                
again destroy Ephraim; for I am God and not a man, the Holy One in your midst, and I                   
will not come in wrath. Hosea 11:8-9 
 
Yes, God pours out wrath as the just Judge that he is. Yes, “it is a fearful thing to fall                    
into the hands of the living God.” But when it comes to the people who have taken                 14

shelter in his Son Jesus, he is just too good to destroy them. Jonah is proof.  
 
II. God is too good to leave his eyewitnesses where they are - vv. 9-11 
 
But not only is God too good to destroy his eyewitnesses, he’s also too good to just                 
leave them where they are. This is the theme of the remainder of our passage. We read                 
in verse nine,  
 
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.” Jonah 4:9 
 
We all have a pain threshold, right? I remember when I began to pass a kidney stone I                  
literally thought I was dying. And as I sat in a packed emergency room knowing I was                 
going to have to wait hours before getting any relief, it was crazy how quickly I went to                  
this place of just wanting to die. Anything to stop the pain . Is that what’s happening                
here? Kind of. Now Jonah really is getting blistered, or to use the literal meaning of the                 
word, he’s “inflamed”. But he’s not just physically inflamed from the heat. It’s more              15

about his anger. It’s like, “Really, God? On top of everything else you’re putting me               
through, you’re taking the one thing away that brought me any joy in life?” Have you                16

ever been there? 
 
Certainly a man named Job almost found himself there. God allowed everything            
precious to be taken from him, but didn’t tell him why. And so the story of Job brings into                   

14 Hebrews 10:31 
15 Redmond, Loc 1288 
16 Keller, 117 
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question the goodness of God’s justice. Why does he allow bad things to happen to               
good people? The story of Jonah is like a companion to Job. It leads us to the same                  
issue from the opposite angle, bringing into question the goodness of God’s mercy. Why              
does he allow good things to happen to bad people?  
 
Isn’t it amazing that God doesn’t shy away from these mysteries? He invites us to               
wrestle with them in his word. And ultimately we are led to the truth that’s summed up in                  
the letter of Romans, 
 
14 What shall we say then? Is there injustice on God's part? By no means! 15 For he                  
says to Moses, “I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on                  
whom I have compassion.” 16 So then it depends not on human will or exertion, but on                 
God, who has mercy. Romans 9:14-16 
 
But poor Jonah can’t get this. We have the privilege of seeing the whole story of the                 
Bible--mainly, Jesus Christ--but Jonah was stuck behind the veil of the Old Testament.             17

Yet according to this same mercy that so characterizes our God, he won’t leave Jonah               
where he is. He’s going to show him why he gave the plant and then took it away. Look                   
at verse ten: 
 
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?” Jonah 4:10-11 

 
First, God addresses Jonah’s compassion for this plant. Even though he has no real              
relationship to the plant, Jonah pities it and grieves over it like it’s a child or something.                 18

And he believes it’s justified for him to be angry enough to die in losing the plant. ‘Huh,                  
that’s ironic,’ God says. ‘If you are justified in pitying this plant that you didn’t cultivate,                
that lived for about a day, shouldn’t I be justified in pitying the people of Nineveh--whom                
I created ? People who do not know their right hand from their left?’ God describes               19

them not like enemies, not like we mock people on social media whom we disagree               
with. God’s not like us. He is filled with compassion.   20

 

17 2 Corinthians 3:14 
18 Redmond, Loc 1307-1313 
19 Redmond, Loc 1313-1319 
20 Keller, 120-121 
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The two instances of the word “pity” or “compassion” in this passage mean “to grieve               
over someone or something, to have your heart broken, to weep for it.” It’s a voluntary                
attachment that when when that person or thing dies, you grieve. But this is dangerous,               
right? To bind yourself to someone or something this deeply means you risk suffering              
when they’re suffering; or when they’re dying, you risk suffering in a way that feels like                
death. Now, we might take this sort of risk with plants or pets or property, but God, he                  
takes this risk with people. Listen to this description of his compassion from the prophet               
Isaiah: 
 
7 I will recount the steadfast love of the Lord, 
     the praises of the Lord, 
according to all that the Lord has granted us, 
  and the great goodness to the house of Israel 
that he has granted them according to his compassion, 
  according to the abundance of his steadfast love. 
8 For he said, “Surely they are my people, 
  children who will not deal falsely.” 
And he became their Savior. 
  9 In all their affliction he was afflicted, 
and the angel of his presence saved them; 
  in his love and in his pity he redeemed them; 
he lifted them up and carried them all the days of old. Isaiah 63:7-9  21

 
And if it wasn’t evident enough in the Old Testament, it becomes clear as day in the                 
New Testament. How can God be this compassionate, and yet also just? How does he               
not just become the God of pluralism or universalism, offering only mercy and             
compassion to all? Because his perfect justice and perfect mercy come together in the              
Person of Jesus Christ.  
 
Jonah couldn’t see this, even though God’s character was no different back then.             
Remember how Jonah quoted from Exodus to criticize God’s character? Well, he only             
quoted half the verse. Here’s all  that God said of himself: 
 
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             

21 Keller, 118-120 
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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.” Exodus 34:6-7 
 
He is both merciful and just. He confronts Jonah with this reality, and corrects it within                
him. He is just too good  to leave his eyewitnesses where they are.  
 
Conclusion 
 
But that also means the story leaves us with no resolution. It’s like reading a thriller that                 
has the last chapter missing. How does Jonah respond to God’s question? Does he just               
continue sulking in the sun waiting on an atomic bomb of wrath to wipe Nineveh off the                 
planet? And when it doesn’t come, does he just kill himself?  
 
Tim Keller says the fact that Jonah’s story is captured in such detail suggests that he                
finally did repent, then went back to Israel as a broken man and shared humbly with the                 
people of God about the compassion of God.  Maybe. We can’t know for sure.  22

 
What this cliffhanger does, however, is hold a mirror up to us. Are we ok with God giving                  
mercy to our enemies? The good Christian answer is “Yes, of course . We love mercy!               23

We aren’t like Jonah.” But what this sermon series has shown us over and over is that                 
there’s some Jonah in all of us, that even as we seek to be God’s eyewitnesses, we will                  
have to be pursued as the ones who seem far from God.  
 
As Christians our entire outlook toward the world is meant to be, “Put your hope in                
Jesus Christ and God won’t count your sins against you--and here’s the thing--neither             
will we .” But like Jonah there will be moments when we rise up and say, “No! I won’t                  
weep over the wicked people in this city!” And yet there is one in us who has the last                   
word--Jesus Christ, the true prophet who didn’t march into Jerusalem for the last time              
with a flamethrower of wrath, but  
 
when he drew near and saw the city, he wept over it, Luke 19:41 
 
Sure, like Jonah we will at times cry out in response to God, “Yes, I do well to be angry,                    
angry enough to die!” But there is another in us whose voice can silence a raging                
storm--Jesus Christ, the true sacrifice who rather than spewing profanity hung from a             
cross and cried out in response to God, 
 

22 Keller, 227; Walton, Loc 2399-2406 
23 Keller, 132; The Bible Project, “Jonah,” https://thebibleproject.com/explore/jonah/ 
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“Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” Luke 23:34  24

 
Yes, like Jonah we will sometimes walk outside the city gate feeling sorry for ourselves               
and hoping the worst for those getting what we think we deserve . But greater is he who                 
is in you--Jesus Christ, the true Savior who didn’t post up outside the city gate to make                 
people guilty, but  
 
also suffered outside the city gate to make the people holy through his own blood.               
Hebrews 13:12, NIV  25

 
And he rose again to justify you before God, so that you could be a constant recipient of                  
his mercy. He is too good to destroy you, and he is too good to leave you where you                   
are. That’s what the title of this message is “Good God”!  
 
And he has given us this as a constant reminder of his mercies. On the night Jesus was                  
betrayed he took a loaf of bread, and after blessing it, broke it and gave it to his                  
disciples and said to them, “This is my body, which is broken for you; eat this in                 
remembrance of me.” He also took a cup of wine, and after blessing it, gave it to his                  
disciples and said, “This cup is the new covenant marked by the shedding of my blood.                
For as often as you eat this bread and drink from this cup, you announce the Lord’s                 
death until he returns.” We are announcing, “Taste and see that the Lord is good!               
Blessed is the man who takes refuge in him.”  26

 
Our tradition here at Antioch is to come forward and break off a piece of bread and dip it                   
in the juice. There will be stations here in the front; gluten-free bread will be available to                 
your right. If you’re a baptized believer, come and remember what Jesus has done for               
you. If you’re a believer but not yet baptized, let us know so we can help prepare you for                   
baptism and communion. If you’re not a Christian, this sacred symbol is not for you, but                
rather than taking communion, we encourage you to take Christ. He has made himself              
available to you this very moment. There will be pastors in the back and people to pray                 
with you on the sides. Let’s pray. 
  

24 Keller, 121 
25 Keller, 123 
26 Psalm 34:8 
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