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Jonah 4 

 

SI:  We’re finishing our study of Jonah today. 

It’s a book about God’s grace.  His grace to Nineveh, violent pagan city. 

   But a city that turned to him in repentance. 

 

But it’s also a book about his grace to Jonah. 

   A believer, an Israelite, a prophet.  One of the good guys. 

Who over and over got angry at God and who struggled to understand  

   and accept God’s grace, mercy, and love.   

 

The last chapter of Jonah is one of the most surprising and thought-provoking  

   endings of any book in the Bible.  It’s a literary masterpiece that forces us 

   to look very closely at our own hearts and at the grace of God. 

  



INTRO:  I ran across an interesting news story this week.   

   It’s a little long, but I want to read you the whole thing.  You’ll see why.  

 
October 31, 2013  by Matthew Werner   Crime Beat Reporter, Chicago Sun-Times 

For the past four years, Chicago has received the dubious title of Murder Capital USA.  Not only have hundreds 

of citizens been victims of homicides, but the rates of all other violent crimes have soared as well.  Rapes, 

armed robberies, car-jackings, and unprovoked attacks have become epidemic.  Some have compared parts of 

Chicago to Juarez, Mexico or Mogadishu, Somalia.   

 

But something unaccountable is afoot in the Windy City.  Roughly two weeks ago, police precincts all over the 

metro area began to notice a dramatic drop in criminal activity.  The notorious North Lawndale neighborhood, 

for example, with over 4,000 violent crimes per 100,000 residents reported only two calls, both complaints over 

loud music.  And even more significantly, Chicago Homicide Division Headquarters reported zero murders for 

the past two weeks—an utterly unprecedented development.   

 

Stranger still, large peaceful gatherings of rival Latino and African-American gangs have been reported 

throughout Southside neighborhoods.  Gangster attire—sagging pants, gold chains, and premium Nikes—is 

conspicuously absent.  The vast majority are barefoot and wearing rough shirts made of burlap sacks.   

 

In Little Italy, restaurants have been closed until further notice.  Sources claim the closings were ordered by 

Mafia Boss Billy Fucci in a meeting with crime family heads.  Also at that meeting, Mafia leaders unanimously 

agreed to a month-long fast of bread and water. 

 

These peculiar happenings are not limited to crime centers of the city.  Physicians at a prominent Michigan 

Avenue abortion clinic have been laying on the sidewalk in front of front of their clinic, day and night for the 

past week.  They refused to move when asked to so by police—claiming their First Amendment rights.   

 

Macys in the Loop is deserted, but St. Peter’s Catholic Church, two blocks away is packed with would-be 

female shoppers, most of whom appear disheveled and tear-stained.  

 

But perhaps the most stunning development, still being confirmed, is that Mayor Rahm Emmanuel has 

contacted 94-year-old evangelist Billy Graham, requesting that he speak to the city from Solider Field.   

 

By all accounts, the genesis of these happenings was an event that occurred in Washington Square Park in early 

October.  Dwayne Ray Curtis, a native of Picayune, Mississippi, and a first-year student at Moody Bible 

Institute, gave a short-open air sermon in fulfillment of a class assignment.   

 

Classmates say Curtis expressed irritation at the assignment, arguing that he was studying to be a preacher back 

home, not in Chicago.  Nevertheless, he completed it in a perfunctory fashion.  A small crowd gathered to 

listen, and then disbursed, spreading his message in what can only be described as a tsunami of religious 

contrition.  According to Curtis’ roommates, he became increasingly agitated after hearing these reports and 

eventually withdrew from the Bible Institute.   

 

Although his whereabouts was unknown, this reporter tracked Curtis to the Greyhound Station on Harrison 

Street, as he was about to board a Mississippi-bound bus.  When asked what he thought about the religious 

awakening and positive changes unleashed by his sermon, Curtis replied:  “Damn it.  I was afraid that might 

happen.  I hate this city.” 

 

This is one of the most intriguing chapters in the Bible—Jonah 4. 

   It’s so familiar to us, that we miss the shock of it.   



Here is a man who was a prophet, a preacher.   

He goes and preaches a sermon in the heart of a great and wealthy city. 

   A city full of crime, violence, and evil of every kind. 

And the city is turned upside down by his preaching.   

 

In the history of missions, there have been a few rare times when whole tribes 

   have come to faith in Christ.  But never anything like this.    

One Bible commentator says the greatest miracle of this book is not a man 

   being swallowed by a fish and surviving, it’s the repentance of Ninevites. 

For just one person to turn from his sins to God is amazing— 

   but for a whole city to do so, that’s miraculous. 

What preacher would not be thrilled for this to happen under his ministry? 

   Story should end:  Ninevites repented and Jonah returned to Israel rejoicing.   

 

Imagine a salesman getting upset when a customer agrees to the sale. 

   Imagine a minor league baseball player depressed when called up to the majors.   

   Imagine a politician angry when he is declared winner of an election. 

What was going on with Jonah?  It doesn’t make sense. 

 

How do we explain not just Jonah’s anger, but his enormous spiritual mood swings. 

   In chapter two he’s thanking God, praising him for his control of all things, 

   promising to make sacrifices to God and fulfill his vows to him. 

And then, just a short time later he’s saying:  I’m angry enough to die. 

 

James 1:8 says that a double-minded man is unstable in all he does. 

That’s the answer.  Jonah was double-minded man.   

   He’s one of the supreme biblical examples of a believer with a divided heart. 

On the one hand, Jonah believed and served the one true God, the Lord. 

   But he also served a rival god.  As a result, his heart divided between two masters. 

James says that person is like a wave of the sea, blown and tossed by the wind. 

   Could there be a better description of Jonah? 

   Praying to God one day, mad at him the next. 

 

Do you ever experience what Jonah experienced?  He sounds extreme. 

   But are there times you are bitter?  Times you feel have little to live for? 

Although you believe in God and in Christ, are there times when that doesn’t  

   comfort you?  You’re still disappointed in life and circumstances. 

As we study this chapter, please be open to the possibility that your problem 

   emotions are caused by a divided heart.   



We’ll look at this topic and this passage under two points: 

   1.  Why we suffer from divided hearts.   

   2.  How the Lord heals our divided hearts. 

Credit where credit is due:  Sermons on Jonah by Dr. Tim Keller. 

 

MP#1  Why we suffer from divided hearts 

A divided heart, a double mind, as James calls it, is a spiritual pathology 

   unique to Christians.  Unbelievers don’t have divided hearts.    

They might face ethical dilemmas, but their hearts have a singular focus. 

   They serve themselves and do what their hearts tell them to do. 

 

But as believers, we often find ourselves in this predicament— 

   We sincerely believe in God, we’ve put our faith in Christ for our salvation, 

   we identify ourselves as Christians and have a fundamental loyalty to Lord— 

But the functional master of our lives is something else. 

   There is something else besides God that we are counting on  

   to give us a sense of identity, a sense of worth, happiness and security.   

 

There is something else besides Jesus that is our real reason for getting up  

   every morning and having a purpose in life. 

We might say that the Lord is all we need, but actually there is something else 

  so important, that if it were taken away, we would have no reason to live.   

 

And eventually, when a person has the true God in his heart, or her heart, 

   and a rival god in his or her heart, they start to jostle, they start to wrestle. 

It’s like a woman carrying twins, kicking and bumping each other inside womb— 

   only it’s happening in the soul, and it’s much more traumatic.   

 

What was the rival god in Jonah’s heart?   

It was his identity as a Jew and his national security as an Israelite. 

   Now, there’s nothing wrong with being proud of your heritage. 

Certainly nothing wrong with loving your country, being a patriot, 

   hoping and praying for the national interests of your country. 

Being happy when your country is strong and prosperous, sad when not. 

 

But for Jonah, his identity as a Jew and his security as an Israelite 

   was a rival god his heart.  This was what gave him meaning. 

This was where his hopes for the future were banked—his country— 

   its success, its prosperity, its identity. 



For most of Jonah’s life to this point, serving the Lord and promoting 

   the welfare and success of Israel seemed to go hand in hand. 

Jonah lived during a time when Israel was very corrupt morally,  

   but very successful economically. 

We’re told in 2 Kings that God once used Jonah to foretell the restoration 

   of certain key geographical areas to Israelite control.   

Jonah must have told self this was proof God wasn’t going to do anything drastic.  

   Even though Israel was not where it should be morally and religiously, 

   everything was going to work out fine.   

 

There was only one threat to Israel’s existence, the Assyrian Empire. 

Jonah had apparently convinced himself that the Lord was going to take care 

   of that problem too.  He would eventually destroy Nineveh for its evil. 

So when God used Jonah, not to damn Nineveh, but to spare it, 

   Jonah realized what that would eventually mean for Israel. 

He knew Assyria would become in time God’s rod of judgment against them— 

   and it hit him like a ton of bricks.  His world was shaken. 

 

Jonah said:  This is what I was afraid would happen.   

   This is why I didn’t want to come to Nineveh.   

You are a merciful and loving God and now look what you’ve done— 

   you’ve crushed the one thing in my life that gives me my identity, 

   my security, my reason for getting up in the morning, my reason for living. 

How could you God?!  How could you do that to me? 

 

Do you see the irony of it?  Here’s a believer angry at the God who loves him.   

   The Lord, who had given him life and breath and shown him mercy and grace. 

   The Lord, who had made wonderful promises of forgiveness and life. 

   The Lord, who had called him a son and given him a name and an identity— 

And Jonah was saying to the true God— 

   I’m mad at you for undermining the rival god I was trusting in my heart. 

 

I trust that most of you here believe in God and are trusting Jesus Christ as Lord. 

   But how do you know if there is a rival god in your heart? 

   How do you identify your functional masters, your functional Lords? 

Let me give you two tests: 

 

1.  How do you respond to unanswered prayers and frustrated hopes? 

 



If you ask God for something, or work hard and hope for something  

   and don’t get it, how does that affect you? 

If it makes you sad, if it makes you feel down— 

   but if you then get up and move on with life, it’s not your master. 

 

But if you pray and beg God and strive and don’t get it and respond like Jonah— 

   you feel like dying, you are depressed and angry, you give up hope, 

   you feel disoriented—that’s a rival god. 

 

2.  When do you most get down on yourself? 

   Or you could ask it this way:  What exactly do the negative voices say to you? 

There is a sense in which rival gods speak to our hearts. 

They say:  If you do what I tell you to do, if you satisfy my demands, 

   if you are successful in meeting the standards I lay out for you— 

   then I will bless you.  I will declare you to be an acceptable person. 

But if you fail me, then you’re dirt. 

 

There is a story Tim Keller tells in one of his sermons— 

   I’ve told several times before but it cuts right to the heart of this point.   

Keller had a pastor friend whose daughter left home and moved in with boy friend. 

   Man in great distress, a real crisis, utter disoriented. 

   “What kind of a pastor am I that this would happen in my family?” 

 

Keller said, as soon as said that, light went on. 

   His rival god was his reputation, the approval of congregation. 

   Particularly it was building that reputation as a pastor and father. 

As long as he was successful, it gave him what he needed.   

   Made him feel like a successful pastor, gave him incentive for ministry. 

But when he failed, it cursed him. 

 

So, is there an area in your life where failure, or the threat of failure leaves you  

   depressed, angry, fearful, disoriented?   

Are there voices of condemnation that weigh you down?   

Can you put your finger on areas in your life where you are seeking approval,  

  comfort, security apart from the true God?  Why serve things that will crush you. 

There is only one true God and one true Savior, Jesus Christ.  He says: 
   Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.   

   Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart,  

   and you will find rest for your souls.  For my yoke is easy and my burden is light. 



That brings us to the second point: 

MP#2  How the Lord heals our divided hearts 

The Bible often speaks of the desire for a pure heart.  

   The opposite of a pure heart is not an impure heart, it’s a divided heart. 

   A pure heart is not a sinless heart, it’s a single heart, undivided heart. 

That’s what the Lord is in the business of doing with our hearts. 

   You need to know how he works, so you see what he is doing in your life 

   and cooperate with his Holy Spirit.  Three aspects of his work in this chapter. 

 

First, moving from a divided heart to a single heart is a life-long process. 

You don’t get rid of the rival gods in your life in a single, wrenching catharsis. 

   Sometimes Christians think that.  They go through a trauma related to some idol 

   in their lives and say—Never again.  I’m done with that forever. 

But that’s not how it works.  The Lord leads you through a life-long process. 

 

When we lived in Florida, there were often news stories of sinkholes. 

   They would open up in unexpected places, road, neighborhoods. 

Workers would pour loads of gravel into them to stabilize them.   

   It would seem that they were firm and stable, then would cave in a little more. 

   Would fill with more gravel, it would be firm for a while, then another collapse. 

Continued until eventually stable and firm. 

 

That’s sort of like what was happening to Jonah.   

God tells him to go to Nineveh and he collapses.  His rival god challenged. 

   Then chapter 2, prayer in fish—more stable, God in control, promises obedience. 

   Then another collapse in this chapter, rival god challenged again. 

Book ends with a collapse.  But that’s not the last chapter.  Think about it. 

   Jonah told this story about himself.  That’s how the book was written. 

   That shows he came through to a more stable place.  I was an idiot.  God merciful. 

 

Way it is in the Christian life.  Firm and stable, then a collapse, greater stability. 

   Mature Christian not someone who has gotten all the way to bedrock— 

   but one who has many times in life faced these collapses, been filled by Lord. 

We almost always start out Christian life for selfish reasons, want things from God. 

   Maybe it’s a fear of hell.  Maybe in midst of a disaster, bargain with God. 

   I know a person who became a Christian because lonely, church met need. 

The Lord is so gracious, even when we come to him, not for who he is, but for what 

   we can get from him, he still meets us.  He still accepts us. 

But he doesn’t leave us there.  He wants us to grow. 



He wants us to come to a place where we aren’t just following him because 

   he’s useful, and because we hope he can get us what we want in life. 

He wants us to follow him and love him for who he is. 

   He want to be the only king in our hearts, reigning without any rival gods. 

   That’s a process.  It’s life-long sanctification. 

 

Second, the way God often moves us to single heart is by taking away comforts. 

He removes things.  He arranges the circumstances of life to undermine rival gods. 

   And in doing so, he forces us to face him, and talk to him. 

That is so vividly illustrated in this chapter.   

   Jonah went outside the city and built a little shelter, watching, hoping 

   that God would, in fact, destroy the city for its wickedness. 

It was very hot.  Nineveh was near the modern day city of Mosul, Iraq. 

   Middle-eastern hot.  110, 120 degrees.   

 

Then it says God provided a vine, KJV calls it a gourd,  

   that grew up overnight and shaded Jonah.  He was very happy about the vine. 

Then God provided a worm, that chewed the vine, so it withered. 

Then God provided a scorching east wind and blazing sun on Jonah’s head. 

 

There is the deliberate repetition of this word provided, God provided. 

   It’s where we get the word and the theological concept of God’s providence. 

   The idea that he has his hands in the world and in our lives. 

Nothing happens by chance or luck, everything is deliberate, a higher purpose. 

   Specifically, that purpose is the glory of God and the good of his people. 

 

We see this was for Jonah’s spiritual good.   

Because it exposed his rival god.  His anger, his ungrateful, unloving responses. 

   As I said a moment ago.  Jonah eventually got it.  He told this story on himself. 

He deliberately ends the story looking like an idiot, mad at God for killing a plant 

   but for not destroying a city with 120,000 infants and many animals.  

That ugliness all came out when God took away some comforts. 

 

A friend of mine once said that he never realized how much money was a rival god 

   in his life, until the Lord took away a significant chunk of it.   

If you had told him before, you are serving money, he would have disagreed. 

   So the Lord, in his good providence, showed him. 

When the Lord takes away comforts, when he withers the vines,  

   when he blasts the gourds, he’s working on your divided heart. 



After you’ve had your angry outburst, and said you’re are mad enough to die— 

   then it’s time to get down to business and move on to the next thing. 

 

Third, God heals our divided hearts by reminding us of the Gospel, good news. 

Let’s go back in our minds to chapter 2, Jonah’s prayer from belly of the fish. 

As we look at that now in light of the whole picture of what God was doing in life, 

   we can see that this was a refilling, a stabilizing after a collapse. 

Jonah wasn’t where he needed to be.   

   We saw when studied, his repentance very shallow. 

    

But in that prayer he said something very profound.  I’m sure you remember it: 
   “Those who cling to worthless idols forfeit the grace that could be theirs . . .  

   Salvation comes from the Lord.” 

When Jonah first said that,  

   I don’t think he understood the implications for himself. 

   I don’t even think he was applying it to himself.   

In his mind other people, pagans, Ninevites were the idol worshippers. 

   He was a believer, he was an Israelite, a Christian.  

 

But Jonah was clinging to a worthless idol— 

   his ethnic identity, the economic and political success of his country, 

   the sense of worth and security it gave him, the purpose for living. 

And as a result, what happened?  Jonah forfeited the grace that could be his. 

 

Not in the sense of his salvation.  Jonah didn’t fall away from saving grace of God. 

   If you have that grace, you can’t forfeit it.  Nothing can separate from Christ. 

Even when Jonah was spitting mad and blaming God for being too loving and  

   merciful, God didn’t strike him dead and send him to hell.   

The Lord kept engaging him.   

   Almost the amusement of watching own child throw a temper tantrum. 

   Laugh and say:  You’re not going to make me change my mind. 

 

But Jonah for a time forfeited his experience of God grace— 

   the comfort of it, the assurance of it.   

The Lord came to him and said:  Jonah, look at my goodness, love and mercy. 

   You know it.  You’ve expressed it.  You have the right theology. 

   But look at this city and mercy toward repentant people. 

Jonah, don’t you remember—I showed the same grace and mercy to you. 

 



He’s reminding him the Gospel.  And the Lord is speaking to you through story. 

   Listen to the Gospel again. 

   You believed it once when you became a Christian, have you forgotten it? 

Are you really going to follow the idols and false gods that condemn you? 

 

Aren’t you tired of basing your acceptance and security and happiness on  

   things that change and condemn and let you down? 

Aren’t you tired of being driven by the expectations of your parents,  

   or by what your peers think about you, 

   or what the culture says is beautiful or successful? 

Aren’t you tired of being driven by cravings of your own heart? 

   The turmoil causes, the anger, the bitterness, the despondency. 

 

I don’t condemn you.  I claim you as mine.  I love you. 

   I accept you in Christ. 

   It’s not your performance or success that matters—it’s his perfection. 

You’re not accepted on the basis of having a pure heart. 

   Jesus is the only man with the pure and undivided heart. 

He loved and followed his Father in heaven, 

   and he gave himself to suffering and death on the cross for you. 

I accept you in him, and my opinion is the only one that matters.   

 

Do you taste the sweetness of that?   

That’s how your divided heart is ultimately made pure— 

   by listening again to the good news of Jesus Christ— 

   God’s love to you in him. 

 

Don’t forfeit the grace that could by yours by clinging to worthless idols. 

They will enslave you, disappoint you, and condemn you. 

   The will not bring you joy, but worry, anger, and disappointment. 

If you’ve never trusted Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, do so today. 

   And if you do know him, recommit yourself to trusting him 

   with a pure and undivided heart. 

 


