
 

When God Disappoints 
Jonah 4:1-4 

 
 
Introduction 
 
Good morning, my name is Brad and I’m one of the pastors here. Over the past couple                 
months we have been focusing on what it means to have the identity of an Eyewitness                
to the grace of God. Guiding us along the way has been a sermon series in the book of                   
Jonah titled, “The Pursuit of Those Far From God,” along with Eyewitness Trainings for              
men and women. One other way we’re driving this home is by capturing short videos of                
the everyday work of members in our church, the classrooms and cubicles where our              
people are sent week after week to experience the presence of God and participate in               
his mission. Let’s watch another one together: [Bill Stayton video].  
 
Thanks, Bill, for giving us a glimpse into your life and ministry, and thanks to Dan Bush                 
for putting these videos together. If anyone else is interested in doing one of these, let                
me know and we’ll send Dan your way. 
 
Today we’re breaking open the final chapter of Jonah with a message titled, “When God               
Disappoints”. The passage we’ll be looking at is Jonah 4:1-4. Here is today’s main idea:               
Anger at God reveals a problem at heart. We’ll basically unpack that in two parts:               
Jonah’s Anger at God - vv. 1-2 and Jonah’s Problem at Heart - vv. 3-4.  
 
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 4:1-4. That’s page 775 if you’re using one of the Bibles                
in the chairs. Church, hear the word of the Lord:  
 
But it displeased Jonah exceedingly, and he was angry. 2 And he prayed to the Lord                
and said, “O Lord, is not this what I said when I was yet in my country? That is why I                     
made haste to flee to Tarshish; for I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful,                 
slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, and relenting from disaster. 3 Therefore              
now, O Lord, please take my life from me, for it is better for me to die than to live.” 4 And                      
the Lord said, “Do you do well to be angry?” Jonah 4:1-4 
 
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.  
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Exposition 
 
Since my friend Nathan Sloan is coming to preach at Antioch next week, I think it’s                
fitting to tell this story about him. One day Nathan and I were shooting basketball               
together and we decided to start dunking it on a nine foot goal. Nathan is going in for a                   
slam and the moment he plants his feet to jump there’s this loud pop and he goes flying                  
through the air with his feet up and his head down. He lands on his head and I think for                    
sure he’s cracked his skull or broken his neck, and immediately he grabs his knee and                
starts screaming, “Call 911!” Now I’ve seen a lot of knee injuries in my day, but never                 
with someone shouting, “Call 911!” So I go over to Nathan to be like, “Calm down man,                 
you’re gonna be ok”--and that’s when I notice it--let’s just say his knee cap was not                
where it’s supposed to be. It turns out that Nathan had severed his patella tendon, the                
part of your knee you can feel right below your knee cap that holds everything in there                 
together. Apparently Nathan had already injured the tendon during a marathon and the             
dunk attempt just finished it off.  
 
Well, Nathan ends up having surgery and doing rehab. But while in rehab his physical               
therapist notices that Nathan’s legs are swelling abnormally, that he should be far better              
by now after the surgery. So the therapist recommends that Nathan get some tests run               
to see what’s going on. He does, and finds out he actually has an advanced form of                 
cancer with tumors in his abdomen so large that they’re obstructing the blood flow to his                
legs. Even though Nathan had addressed the serious problem that had surfaced with             
his patella tendon, there was actually something much deeper and more dangerous            
going on the whole time.  
 
I tell this story because it’s very similar to what’s happening in the story of Jonah. When                 
God called Jonah to preach to the people of Nineveh, there’s all this disobedience that               
begins to take place; sometimes it’s very clear, like taking a ship in the opposite               
direction, and sometimes it’s more subtle, like only preaching a five-word sermon.  
 
Now, if the book of Jonah ended at chapter three, it might provide somewhat of a happy                 
ending to a not-so-happy story--the entire city of Nineveh believed God and repented,             
and so God had mercy on them. But instead, we have chapter four, which gives us a                 
clear view not only into Jonah’s behavior, but into his heart, where there has been               
something really dangerous going on the whole time.  1

 
 

1 Timothy Keller, The Prodigal Prophet: Jonah and the Mystery of God’s Mercy, 98-99 
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I. Jonah’s Anger at God - vv. 1-2 
 
This brings us to the first part of the message this morning, Jonah’s Anger at God. It                 
begins in verse one: 
 
But it displeased Jonah exceedingly, and he was angry. Jonah 4:1 
 
Jonah is outraged and furious in response to what happens in Nineveh. And as the               
author of Jonah has done several times before, he shows us the difference between two               
characters in the book. Here’s the comparison:  2

 

When God saw what they did, how they        
turned from their evil way, God relented of        
the disaster that he had said he would do         
to them, and he did not do it. Jonah 3:10 

But it displeased Jonah exceedingly, and      
he was angry. Jonah 4:1 

 
God’s prophet definitely doesn’t seem to be much like him. In fact, he seems a total                
opposite. If Jonah is angry because God didn’t bring disaster on Nineveh, then what              
does that tell us that Jonah did want to see happen in Nineveh? Disaster. Judgment.               
Destruction. In his humble opinion, those wicked people deserved it. His expectation of             
God was to “smite [them] O mighty Smiter”. After all, he was a prophet with a deep                 
sense of justice. And in the king of Nineveh’s own words, there was violence and               
injustice in their hands.  It’s really not that different, however, for many of us today.  3

 
Last week I was at a writing workshop where authors Mike Cosper and Hannah              
Anderson were talking about how disenchanted and angry American culture is. Most            
writing today is not published in books or blogs, but on social media where everyone               
has a voice in real time. And so, give angry people with a strong sense of justice the                  
freedom to say whatever they want from the safety of their online persona and what do                
you get? A culture of angry prophets.  
 
Now, there’s nothing wrong with anger in and of itself. Where there is injustice, it is right                 
to respond with some measure of anger. But anger is like fire. You can’t play around                
with it carelessly because of how quickly it can consume you.  James warns us, 4

 

2 T. Desmond Alexander, Jonah, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries, 139 
3 Jonah 3:8 
4 Eric Redmond, Bill Curtis, and Ken Fentress, Christ-Centered Exposition Commentary: Exalting Jesus in 
Jonah, Micah, Nahum, and Habakkuk, Loc 1132-1154 
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19 Know this, my beloved brothers: let every person be quick to hear, slow to speak,                
slow to anger; 20 for the anger of man does not produce the righteousness of God.                
James 1:19-20 
 
And just like heat rises, anger rises. It can lead us to hate our neighbor, which John                 
warns us is an indirect way of hating God. And we all see this in Jonah. But                 5

uncontrolled anger can also rise straight toward God, and lead us into hating him              
directly. The book of Proverbs also warns us, 
 
When a man's folly brings his way to ruin, his heart rages against the Lord. Proverbs                
19:3 
 
And this is what we see even more clearly in Jonah. He has done everything in his                 
power to keep from being part of God’s plan to show mercy to Nineveh. And yet here he                  
is surrounded by the entire city weeping and repenting. Thus his heart rages against the               
Lord. And so we finally get to the verse that helps us makes sense of the whole story.  
 
And he prayed to the Lord and said, “O Lord, is not this what I said when I was yet in my                      
country? That is why I made haste to flee to Tarshish; for I knew that you are a gracious                   
God and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, and relenting from              
disaster. Jonah 4:2 
 
Jonah basically says, ‘I knew it this whole time! I knew this was what you were going to                  
do.’ Jonah knew God well enough to see that his anger is always carried alongside his                
mercy. He quotes directly from the story of God passing by Moses--by the way, right               
after God’s people are busted worshiping a golden calf--and God says of himself, “The              
Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast               
love”.   6

 
But even though Jonah predicts this is what God was going to do, it’s not what he                 
expects of him. Jonah expects the covenant God of Israel to take care of Israel and                
destroy their enemies. That’s why in his prayer he uses the covenant name of God,               
Yahweh; the name that only Israel knows. How could God keep his promises to Israel               
and also show mercy to those who don’t deserve it? How could God say he’s just if he                  
doesn’t punish injustice?  These are Jonah’s expectations of God.  7

 

5 1 John 4:20 
6 Exodus 34:6 
7 Keller, 100-101 
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But here’s the thing--“The Lord cannot be tamed on the leash of our expectations.” No               8

matter what kind of box of expectations and demands you try to put him in, he won’t                 
fit--because he’s God and we’re not. He puts it this way: 
 
8 For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, declares the                
Lord. 9 For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your                  
ways and my thoughts than your thoughts. Isaiah 55:8-9 
 
Anytime we put expectations on God that he has to do this in our lives or he cannot do                   
that in our lives, we are setting ourselves up for disappointment, the kind of              
disappointment that can lead to being outraged and furious. And when we find             
ourselves at that point, there’s something deeper going on.  
 
II. Jonah’s Problem at Heart - vv. 3-4 
 
This brings us to our second part of the message, Jonah’s Problem at Heart. We read                
the second part of Jonah’s complaint to God in verse three: 
 
Therefore now, O Lord, please take my life from me, for it is better for me to die than to                    
live.” Jonah 4:3 
 
Now, this could just be adult pouting, but in light of the scoundrel that Jonah is, and the                  
fact that he asks God three times in this chapter to take his life, I think we should take                   
him seriously. Jonah is angry enough to die.   9

 
I don’t know if you’ve ever been there. I would say it’s probably not an extremely                
common experience. To be mad enough to die, you have to experience an injustice at               
the core of who you are, a threat to that which is most precious to you. What possibly                  
could that have been for Jonah? A couple things come to mind: 
 
First, even though what happened in Nineveh was a delight to God, it was a nightmare                
to Jonah and the people of Israel. For them, Assyria was a major threat. Why would                
they want anything good to happen to them, especially for them to experience favor              
from the God of Israel? So when God pours out his mercy on Nineveh, Jonah is                
immediately forced to decide which is nearer and dearer to his heart: his country or his                
God.  
 

8 Redmond, Loc 1222-1223 
9 Jonah 4:3, 8-9 
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It would be understandable if Jonah was anxious about what God was doing and took               
his fear to the Lord like the psalmists. There’s nothing wrong with caring about your               
country; in fact, the Bible even calls us to submit to the authorities and pray for our                 
leaders. But obviously Jonah isn’t confessing his anxiety in this prayer. He’s done with              10

God and done with life. If God’s will doesn’t include what’s best for Jonah’s country,               
then he doesn’t want God’s will, or God for that matter. The ugly truth is out: Jonah’s                 
country is nearer and dearer to his heart than Jonah’s God.  11

 
And what a relevant time to be considering this together as election day is this week, in                 
a country that is so politically polarized right now, where many who identify as              
Christians all across the political spectrum believe God’s will is bound up in supporting              
certain political leaders or certain political ideas. “America First” can be the cry of the               
Christian’s voice, but it cannot be the cry of the Christian’s heart, unless they are to find                 
themselves in a similar place as Jonah, as it becomes clear that God’s will for the world                 
is not always bound up with the flourishing of the United States.  
 
A second thought about what was so precious to Jonah that was being threatened,              
because Jonah took such pride in being among the chosen people of God, he had               
developed this assumption that he and his people deserved God’s mercy while other             
nations deserved God’s judgment. We got a hint of this back in Jonah’s prayer from the                
belly of the fish in chapter two: 
 
8 Those who pay regard to vain idols 

forsake their hope of steadfast love. [Hint, hint: like those awful sailors and the people                
of Nineveh!] 
9 But I with the voice of thanksgiving 
    will sacrifice to you; 
what I have vowed I will pay. [In other words, ‘I’m different from those idol worshipers; I                 
say and do the right things. Therefore I deserve your salvation.’] 
    Salvation belongs to the Lord!” Jonah 2:8-9 
 
Here, Jonah is basically using his obedience to the law to make himself right. Earlier in                
today’s angry prayer Jonah quotes from Exodus, using the Bible against God to show              
not only that he is more right than Nineveh, but that he is more right than God. And                  
there it is: the precious thing being threatened is Jonah’s self-righteousness (his ability             
to make himself right before God). If you’ll allow me to paraphrase him, he’s like, ‘If                
you’re going to just give your mercy to people who aren’t right, who have violence in                

10 Romans 13:1-7; 1 Timothy 2:1-2 
11 Keller, 101-103 
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their hands, then all I’ve done to make myself right doesn’t matter. You are wrong! I                
hate you. Just kill me.’   12

 
And here’s the thing, we can look at Jonah and say, “Tsk, tsk,” but we would be doing                  
the same thing he’s doing; we’d be failing to recognize that we carry around the same                
constant fight for self-righteousness. The problem with being people who want to make             
ourselves right is that you can never deserve God’s mercy. If you deserve it, it’s not                
mercy anymore! It’s an achievement. So, not if but when you find yourself deeply angry,               
the Lord asks you as he does Jonah, 
 
“Do you do well to be angry?” Jonah 4:4 
 
Conclusion 
 
God’s question is an invitation to look deeper within. “We learn from Jonah that              
understanding God’s grace—and being changed by it—always requires a long journey           
with [many] stages.” This stuff doesn’t happen overnight. In fact, the longer you walk              13

with Jesus and seek to live out your identity as his eyewitness, the more problems in                
you that will come to the surface. The Bible tells us,  
 
The purposes of a person's heart are deep waters, but one who has insight draws them                
out. Proverbs 20:5, NIV 
 
No one has more insight into you than God, from whom nothing about you is hidden.                14

And because he will settle for nothing less than making you like his Son, he is going to                  
drill deeper and deeper until he gets to the bedrock of issues within us. Just like God                 15

used my friend Nathan’s knee injury to uncover the deeper issue of cancer that was               
killing his body, God will allow circumstances in your life that bring out angry thoughts               
and behavior that all point like a flashing caution light to something dangerous within,              
something he wants to rescue you from.  
 
The problem is, it’s easy for us to be satisfied with taking care of the issues on the                  
surface. It’s like we say, ‘Just fix my knee--I don’t care about the cancer.’ That’s               
because the cancer God wants to remove is precious to us. To fix the knee, that’s just a                  
surgery and some rehab. But to get the cancer out, it will take almost killing me to                 

12 Keller, 107-109; Redmond, Loc 1184-1185 
13 Keller, 109 
14 Psalm 139:1-16; Hebrew 4:13 
15 Romans 8:29; Keller, 109-110 
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remove it, and I’ll never be the same afterward. And so--surprise, surprise--we go to this               
place of saying, ‘I would rather die than go through that.’  
 
Where are the things in your life about which you say, ‘I would rather die than go                 
through that’? Where if God made you go through it, you would be angry enough to die?                 
Where if you lost it, there would be no reason to go on? Is it something tangible like                  
your spouse, your child, your health, your job? Or is it less tangible things such as your                 
self-righteousness like Jonah, or your control over things, or your sense of safety, or the               
affirmation of others? Whatever it is, it probably reveals a cancerous idol lodged deep in               
your abdomen.  
 
For me, it has been a hunger to be praised for being special, which I satisfied by                 
wrapping my identity around being a missionary. I didn’t realize how bad it was until               
God took it away from me and didn’t give it back. And the anger in which I lived                  
basically communicated--as arrogant as it is to say--’I would rather die than be normal.’              
And so here you’ve got a guy who is normal, but lives as though he is the standard. The                   
Bible says of people like me, 
 
Do you see a man who is wise in his own eyes? There is more hope for a fool than for                      
him. Proverbs 26:12 
 
But everything on the outside looked good--a missionary to an unreached people group!             
But the whole time God is bearing with me and bringing the cancer to the surface. And                 
who pursued me in my angry mess? The same one who pursued Jonah in his. In Jesus                 
Christ you’ve got a guy who is the standard, but lived among us as though he was                 
normal. And in the ways where we rage and say to God, ‘I would rather die than be                  
obedient to you,’ Jesus came and said to God the Father, ‘I would rather die than be                 
disobedient to you.’ Or in other words, 
 
I delight to do your will, O my God; 
    your law is within my heart. Psalm 40:8 
 
There was no cancer there, no deeper issues. Even though he was God, he didn’t grasp                
at self-righteousness or control or safety or affirmation, but he emptied himself and died              
on a cross. And he was the perfect picture of God the Father to us, who looked down                  16

on Jonah and ultimately said, ‘You know what’s better than you dying? My Son dying               17

16 Philippians 2:5-8 
17 Hebrews 1:3 
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for you! And not only dying for you but rising for you, so that you could die to this cancer                    
and rise again.’  
 
And for that reason God the Father and God the Son send God the Spirit into the heart                  
of anyone who believes--so that you won’t be left in an angry mess forever; so that                
you’re not a hopeless cause who either ignores the cancer your whole life or just wants                
to die; so that you can face the operation and say along with your Savior, “I delight to do                   
your will, O my God; your law is within my heart.” 
 
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 that for every problem God             
reveals at heart, the solution is found in Jesus Christ.  
 
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. 
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