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CFCW- 12/11/2014 
 

“A Compassionate God” 
(Jonah 4) 

 
Introduction 
 

To have compassion is to have a deep awareness of the sufferings of another coupled with a 
desire to relieve that suffering.  One of the clearest pictures of compassion in the Bible is found in the 
parable of the Good Samaritan in Luke 10.  There Jesus tells the story of Jewish man who was on a 
journey.  As he was travelling, he was assaulted by robbers, who beat him and left him for dead.  Later a 
priest came down the same road.  Priests were responsible for offering sacrifices to God.  Jesus’ Jewish 
hearers might have expected the priest to stop and help the Jewish man, but that is not what 
happened.  Instead, Jesus said the priest passed by on the other side of the road.  Then a Levite came 
along.  Levites were in charge of caring for the Temple.  Again, Jesus’ hearers would have expected the 
Levite to stop and help.  But Jesus said the Levite saw the wounded man and also passed by on the 
other side.  Then a Samaritan came down the road.  Jesus’ hearers would have reacted to this.  Jews had 
nothing to do with Samaritans.  Jews and Samaritans hated each other.  Jesus’ hearers probably 
expected Jesus to say that the Samaritan saw the man and went over and finished him off.  But that is 
not what happened.  Jesus said that when the Samaritan saw the wounded Jewish man, he stopped and 
cared for him.  The Samaritan put the Jewish man on his own donkey and took him to an inn where he 
paid to have the man cared for until he recovered.  The Samaritan demonstrated great compassion for 
his enemy.  The Good Samaritan was like God, who showed compassion towards His enemies and sent 
His Son, Jesus, to die for their sins.  The point Jesus was making in the parable is that we should “go and 
do likewise” (Luke 10:37).  Christians have an obligation to be merciful and compassionate to others. 

The morning we are going to see an example of a man who was almost the opposite of the 
Good Samaritan.  In Jonah 4, we are going to see that Jonah, far from showing compassion for his 
enemies, instead wants to die because his enemies are not destroyed.  Jonah doesn’t come off well in 
Jonah 4. But despite his sinfulness, God is patient with Jonah, and teaches him that he should have 
compassion for all people, because every man and woman is precious to God. 

   
Background 
 
 We are concluding our study of the book of Jonah this morning.  Over the past few weeks we 
have looked at this account this prophet who so despised his enemies, the Assyrians, that he disobeyed 
God’s command to bring God’s warning to the Assyrian city of Nineveh and instead fled to Tarshish.  
God chastened Jonah, and he was nearly drowned in the sea, but God sent a great fish to rescue him 
from death.  Jonah rejoiced in God’s salvation and when God came to him again and commanded him to 
go to Nineveh, Jonah immediately obeyed.   Last week, we studied Jonah 3 and saw the power of God 
at work in Nineveh as the entire city repented of their “evil ways” and “violence.”  God showed mercy 
to the people of Nineveh and did not destroy them when He saw they had humbled themselves and 
turned from their sin.  

That is where we left the story of Jonah.  You would think that Jonah would be overjoyed that 
God had used his preaching so powerfully.  But as we will see this morning, Jonah wasn’t happy about 
the repentance of the people of Nineveh at all.  Jonah delighted when God showed mercy to him, but 
Jonah lacked compassion for the people of Nineveh.   
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MIM: Because God is compassionate, Christians must also be compassionate. 
 
This morning we will learn three truths regarding compassion: 
-Sin hinders our compassion 
-Love empowers our compassion 
-The Gospel demands our compassion 
 
Brief Exposition of Jonah 4 
 
Jonah 4:1-4-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?” 
 
 4:1 contains one of the most shocking statements in the book of Jonah.  We were surprised 
when Jonah refused to carry God’s word to Nineveh and instead fled to Tarshish.  But then God 
chastened Jonah and Jonah seemed to repent.  It is only natural to assume that Jonah’s attitude 
towards the people of Nineveh had changed as well.  Certainly, someone who had just received the 
unmerited mercy of God would be delighted to see others receive God’s mercy as well, right?  But that 
was not the case with Jonah.  The Hebrew in 4:1 literally reads, “But it was evil to Jonah with great evil.”1  
Jonah saw what God did in showing mercy to Nineveh and Jonah completely disapproved of what God 
had done.  Jonah found fault with God.  And so in 4:2-3, Jonah poured out his complaint to God in a 
prayer.  He basically said, “God, I knew this is what you were going to do.  I know you are a gracious and 
merciful God who delights in compassion.  So I fled to Tarshish because I didn’t want you to follow 
through with your plans to be merciful to Nineveh.”  When Jonah said, “for I knew that you are a 
gracious God and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love” (4:2), he is all but quoting 
Exodus 34:6-7 where God declares his NAME to Moses. 
 
Exodus 34:6- “The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast 
love and faithfulness.” 
 
Jonah is orthodox in his understanding of the character of God.  But Jonah is nothing like God.  God is 
merciful and compassionate, but Jonah, the prophet of God, is not.   

In 4:3, we see Jonah make one of the most pitiful requests in the Bible, “Therefore now, O Lord, 
please take my life from me, for it is better for me to die than to live.”  Jonah was so distraught that his 
enemies were not destroyed by God that he wanted to die.  If the people of Nineveh must live, then 
Jonah preferred death.  But God answered Jonah in 4:4 with a simple question, “Do you do well to be 
angry?”  God didn’t dignify Jonah’s complaining prayer with an explanation of His actions.  Nor did He 
harshly rebuke Jonah, though Jonah clearly deserved that.  God is compassionate towards His children, 
even when they are caught in sin.  And so, God answered Jonah’s prayer with a question in order to 
gently show Jonah just how ugly his attitude towards the people of Nineveh really was.      
 
 

                                                           
1
 H.L. Ellison, “Jonah” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, ed. by Frank E. Gaebelein (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 19), 384. 
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Jonah 4:5-9-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 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.” 
 
 In 4:5, we see that Jonah still held out hope that God might turn and destroy Nineveh.  So he 
departed from Nineveh and stationed himself under a “booth” (tent, shelter) that he made to protect 
himself from the burning sun.  Jonah wanted to watch the city in hopes that fire would fall from 
heaven and consume his enemies.  But then, in 4:6, we see God begin to teach His wayward prophet 
about compassion.  The “Lord God” appointed a plant to grow up and shade Jonah from the sun with its 
large leaves.  The Hebrew isn’t clear, but this was probably a tall castor-oil plant that grows in the desert 
and has large leaves that would provide shade.2  Jonah was thrilled with the plant.  “[I]t displeased 
Jonah exceedingly” (4:1) that God spared NINEVEH, but when God appointed a plan to shade HIM, Jonah 
was “exceedingly glad because of the plant.” (4:6). Throughout the entire book of Jonah, the only time 
we see Jonah happy is when God does good to him.   

In 4:7, we see God continue to teach his sinful prophet a lesson.  He “appointed” a worm to 
attack the plant and the plant is killed and immediately withers.  Then, when the sun arose, God 
“appointed” a “scorching east wind” and Jonah was left in great discomfort (“he was faint”; 4:8).  The 
same God who sovereignly APPOINTED a great fish to save Jonah, also “appointed” a plant, a worm, 
and a scorching east wind to teach Jonah a lesson.  At this point, Jonah was beside himself and again 
asked God to kill him, saying, “It is better for me to die than to live.”  Jonah had become terribly petty.  
First, he wanted to die because his enemies were spared. Now, he wanted to die because his precious 
plant was destroyed.  In 4:9, we see God answer Jonah once again, “Do you do well to be angry for the 
plant?”  But this time, Jonah snapped back at God, “Yes, I do well to be angry, angry enough to die.”  
Jonah’s bitterness against God has gained complete control of him.  Then God brings the point home 
to Jonah in 4:10-11…           
 
Jonah 4:10-11-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?”  
 
 In matchless wisdom, God exposed Jonah’s foolishness.  God pointed out that Jonah had great 
“pity” (concern) for the plant, which Jonah had neither planted nor cultivated.  And the plant was 
relatively valueless—it “came into being in a night and perished in a night.”  If Jonah was right to “pity”  
 the plant when it was destroyed, than how much more should God “pity” (same Hebrew word) 
Nineveh, a great city that had a population of 120,000 people and also much cattle and act to rescue it.  
When God says that Nineveh was more than 120,000 persons “who do not know their right hand from 
their left” He is not referring ONLY to the children of Nineveh, as some believe.  God’s concern was for 
every man and woman and child in Nineveh.  He is saying that compared to the people of Israel who 
had the Law, the covenants, and the prophets to teach them about God and about how they should 

                                                           
2
 Leslie C. Allen, The Books of Joel, Obadiah, Jonah, and Micah in NICOT (Grand Rapids: William B 

Eerdmanns Publishing Company, 1976), 232. 
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live as the people of God, the people of Nineveh were spiritual infants.  Shouldn’t God pity them in 
their spiritual blindness?  And, of course, the answer is “Yes.”  Even though they were far from God, the 
people of Nineveh were God’s creatures.  They were made in God’s image.  They were precious to God.  
Compassion (pity) is the great lesson that God wanted Jonah to learn in Jonah 4.  And God inspired the 
author of the book of Jonah to write down the story of Jonah so that people of Israel (and us today!) 
could learn that our God is God who has compassion for all people.  
 
Again, covering all of Jonah 4 in one sermon, there is much that we must leave unsaid.  We could have 
an entire sermon talking about how frequently Christians who are completely orthodox in their 
understanding of God act nothing like God in the way they live and treat others.  We could also have an 
entire sermon discussing how God sovereignly orchestrates events in our lives to teach us about our sin 
and His goodness.  But this morning, I want us to use the rest of our time to learn three truths about 
compassion.   
 

I. Sin hinders our compassion 
 

A. After the events recorded in Jonah 3, Jonah was presented with a unique opportunity 
to show compassion to the people of Nineveh.  Here is a city, newly repentant, turning 
away from their sins and open to learning about God.  Jonah had an opportunity that no 
other OT prophet ever had—to show compassion to the people of Nineveh and teach 
them about God and His Law.  But Jonah’s sin got in the way.  When you study Jonah 4, 
two sins in the life of Jonah hinder his compassion for the people of Nineveh. 
   

a. First, Jonah’s compassion was hindered by his sinful HATRED of the people of 
Nineveh.  If anything is clear from the story of Jonah, it is that Jonah hates the 
Assyrian people.  This is why Jonah refused to take God’s message to Nineveh in 
the first place.  He knew God was a gracious and merciful God and he didn’t 
want God to show mercy to the people of Nineveh.  Jonah’s prayer request in 
4:3, “Therefore, now, O Lord, please take my life from me, for it is better for 
me to die than to live” shows just how much he hated Nineveh.  If they were 
going to live, then Jonah wanted to die.  Later, in 4:5, Jonah goes into the 
desert opposite the city and sat down in order to watch what would happen.  
He was still holding out hope that Nineveh would be destroyed.  There was no 
room for compassion in Jonah’s heart because it was filled with hatred. 

 
Illustration:  Before we are too hard on Jonah, we should consider our own hearts as well.  We often fail 
to be compassionate to others because we also harbor hatred in our hearts as well.  What might that 
hatred look like?  Let me give you two examples: 
 

 It might look like racism.  I think we see some of this Jonah when he says, “O Lord, is not this 
what I said when I was yet in my country” (4:2).3  To Jonah, the Jews were God’s people.  They 
were good.  They deserved mercy.  But the Assyrians were Gentiles.  They were evil and they 
deserved God’s judgment.  Jonah is only interested in HIS people receiving God’s mercy.  Like 
Jonah, we can fall into the sin of only wanting God to be merciful to people like us.  Sometimes 
“people like us” refers to people with the same skin color.  What is racism?  Racism is simply a 

                                                           
3
 See the discussion in Richard D. Philips, Jonah & Micah (Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing Company, 210), 

116. 
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hatred of that which is not like ME.  Racism has a dark history in our country. The events of 
recent weeks in Ferguson, Missouri surrounding the death of a young African-American man 
named Michael Brown, who was shot and killed by a white police officer, and the subsequent 
riots and unrest that followed has shown us once again that our country still struggles with the 
issue of race.  We like to think that are our churches are above racism.  We like to think that 
churches will reach out to people of other ethnicities in order to minister and show 
compassion to them.   But Sunday morning at 11 am is still the most segregated hour of the 
week in America.   

 
But even if we don’t struggle with racism, we often struggle with hatred in other ways: 
 

 It might look a disdain and even a disgust for those who are actively promoting lifestyles or 
activities that we know dishonor God.  So think about the abortion advocate, or the militant 
homosexual, or those in our society who are trying to remove Christianity from any public 
discourse.  Our hearts can be filled with hate for them.  But instead of our hate, what those 
caught in sin need is our compassion.  They need our prayers.  They need us to reach out to 
them in love in order to share Christ with them.   
 

Brothers and sisters, no matter what it looks like,  if we let HATRED for other people well up in our 
hearts, we will fail to be compassionate towards them when they are in need. 
 

b. Second, Jonah’s compassion was hindered by his selfishness.  As you read 
through Jonah 4 you can’t help but be struck with how SELFISH Jonah is.  Jonah 
is consumed with Jonah. 
   

i. Jonah’s selfishness is seen in his prayer to God in 4:2-3.  I want us to 
read this prayer and look at all the “I’s”, “me’s”, and “my’s.” 
 

Jonah 4:2-3- “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.” 
 

1. Eight times we read “I”, “Me”, “My” in these short two verses.  
Jonah is obviously focused on himself and his troubles as he 
complains to God.  And what is he ultimately upset about?  
Jonah is upset that the people of Nineveh received God’s mercy.  
A short time before Jonah had been thanking God from the 
belly of the fish that God had been merciful to him (2:2-9).  But 
now Jonah is sulking because God had also been merciful to 
the people of Nineveh.    

 
ii. Jonah selfishness is seen in the fact that he did not stay in the city of 

Nineveh in order to help the people of Nineveh (4:5).  Jonah could 
have stayed in the city and joyfully taught the people of Nineveh about 
God and His good Law.  But instead, in remarkable selfishness, Jonah 
leaves the city and goes out into the wilderness in order to watch the 
city.  He is still hoping that God is going to destroy his enemies.  Jonah’s 
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selfishness blinded him to the opportunity he had to minister to the 
people of Nineveh.  Instead of caring for others, he was completely 
focused on himself.     

 
If you have any doubts that selfishness was motivating the actions of Jonah, consider his response to 
the plant that God appoints to comfort him.  In the wilderness, God begins to teach Jonah a lesson 
using a plant.  The plant grows up and protects Jonah from the hot sun.  In 4:6, the author of the book of 
Jonah tells us that Jonah was “exceedingly glad because of the plant.”  Again, throughout the book of 
Jonah, the only time Jonah is happy is when God is doing good to him personally.  In his selfishness, he 
takes no joy from God being good to the people of Nineveh.  But when God appoints a worm to kill the 
plant in 4:7 and appoints a scorching east wind to make Jonah uncomfortable, Jonah gets so upset about 
his precious plant that he again asks God to kill him (4:8).  Again, Jonah is consumed with Jonah and so 
he is unconcerned to show compassion to the people of Nineveh. 
 
Application:  Selfishness is something that all humans struggle with.  But I think we struggle with this 
particularly in independent and materialistic America.  Many times, we fail to be compassionate to 
others because we are so focused on ourselves—our goals, our desires, and our comforts.  
  

 Sometimes we fail to be compassionate because we are so busy going about our days fulfilling 
our agendas that we don’t even NOTICE the suffering of others.   
 

 Sometimes we fail to be compassionate because even though we notice the suffering of others, 
we don’t really CARE. It isn’t affecting US so it doesn’t bother US. 

 

 Sometimes we fail to be compassionate because even though we notice the suffering and even 
though we care, we choose not to make TIME to meet the needs.  In our selfishness, we treat 
TIME (and our agenda) as more important than people.   

 
Illustration:  Let me give you just one example of how our selfishness keeps us from showing 
compassion to others.  Have you ever asked someone at church how they are doing and then have 
them actually tell you that they are NOT doing well?  How did you respond to that?  Did you listen 
attentively and look for ways to help them.  Did you offer to pray with them then and there?  Or did you 
get a little frustrated because they were taking up your time.   
 
Friends, our selfishness can keep us from being compassionate to others.    
 
Sin hinders our compassion.  But when you look at the example of God in Jonah 4, we learn:  
 
 

II. Love empowers our compassion 
 

A.  What motivated God to send Jonah to warn the people of Nineveh in the first place?  
It was love.  How do we know that?  We see in God’s response to Jonah in 4:10-11. 

 
Jonah 4:10-11- “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?”    
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a. The point God makes here is that the people of Nineveh were precious to Him.  
If it was right for Jonah to feel pity for the plant, when he did not plant or care 
for, how much more correct was it for God to show “pity” to the people of 
Nineveh whom He created, sustained, and daily provided for.  Even though they 
were sinful and spiritually ignorant, the men and women of Nineveh were 
people made in the image of God.  God created them and God loved them.  Our 
God is a loving and gracious God, whose compassion extends even to animals 
(“and also much cattle”; 4:11). 

 
Application:  The simple application for us this morning is that if God loves all people, we should love 
all people as well.  Jonah’s hatred for Nineveh was so ugly because it was so unlike God.   
 

 Love will help us overcome hatred for others so that we can minister to their needs and share 
the Gospel with them.  
  

 Love that will teach us to stop being so concerned for ourselves—our needs our interests, 
agendas, desires, and plan—and instead open our eyes to the needs of others around us so that 
we will move toward them, minister to their needs, and share the Gospel with them.   

 
Love will move us toward towards the lost and hurting people across the street and the love will propel 
us towards the lost and hurting people of other nations. 
       
Finally, this morning I want us to consider that… 
 

III. The Gospel demands our compassion  
 

A. Jonah is clearly not the hero of the book that bears his name.  Jonah rebelled against 
God and was nearly drowned as a result of his sin.  But when God rescued Jonah from 
death, Jonah rejoiced in God’s mercy to HIM.   However, in Jonah 4, we have seen that 
when the people of Nineveh repented and God showed THEM mercy and did not 
destroy them, Jonah did not rejoice in THEIR salvation.  Instead, he became angry, left 
the city, and stewed in his own selfishness.  Jonah did the opposite of what he should 
have done.  Jonah had received the mercy of God and so he should have shown 
compassion to others.  But Jonah failed to show compassion to the people of Nineveh.  
 

The Gospel 
 
Christ Fellowship, the Gospel (Good News) of Jesus Christ is all about God’s compassion.  God created us 
to love and serve Him, but you and I rejected God and sought to live for ourselves instead of for God.  
We were slaves to our sin.  Left to ourselves we would have faced the judgment of God and we would 
have been lost forever.  But Praise God!  God took pity on us.  God had compassion for us.  He sent His 
Son Jesus Christ to rescue us from our sin.  Jesus lived a perfect life in the place of His people.  Then He 
died on the cross to the penalty of the sins of all who would ever turn from their sins and trust in Him.  
Those of us who have turned from our sins and trusted in Jesus alone have been rescued from sin and 
death and Hell!  We have benefited greatly from the compassion of God.   
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But here is the question:   
 
Have we become so used to being saved and so comfortable in the God’s love for US, that we have 
forgotten that we are now OBLIGATED to show compassion to OTHERS—meeting their needs and 
telling them about Jesus so that they might be saved as well?  Like Jonah, are we “exceedingly glad” 
that God has been good to us, but “exceedingly unconcerned” about others?  Are we glad that God 
pitied us but apathetic towards our lost neighbors, co-workers, and family members?  
 
“Do we look upon the gospel as a consumer product for our personal benefit?  Have we set up our little 
booths outside the culture, content to enjoy God’s mercy for us while savoring the misfortune of a God-
alienated word?” 
 
          -Richard D. Phillips 
 
Friends, this can so easily happen.  We can forget that the Gospel demands that we show compassion 
to others, just as God has shown compassion to us.   
 
Conclusion 
 
More than 100 years ago, Lottie Moon, a female Southern Baptist missionary to China lamented the 
apathy of many Christians in her day: 
 
“How many there are … who imagine that because Jesus paid it all, they need pay nothing, forgetting 
that the prime object of their salvation was that they should follow in the footsteps of Jesus Christ in 
bringing back a lost world to God.”4 
 
It should not be that way with US.  Christ Fellowship, the fact that God pitied US obligates us to pity 
OTHERS. May God help us grow in compassion for others this week as we seek to serve others and see 
them come to know Christ as Savior and King! 
 
Let’s pray… 
 

                                                           
4 Cited from http://www.commissionstories.com/asia/stories/view/lottie-moon-100-years-after-death-

still-making-impact on 12/13/2014. 
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