
Introduction to Jonah Chapter 4 

The Prophet Under the Plant: Grace Extended, Anger Exposed, and the 
Question That Ends the Book 

Jonah chapter 4 is the most theologically uncomfortable chapter in the book — and the 
most theologically honest. It is the chapter where the book finally reveals what has been 
true since the first verse: that Jonah's flight from the commission was not a failure of 
courage but a failure of compassion. He did not flee because he was afraid. He fled 
because he knew his God well enough to know what God would do if the Ninevites 
repented — and he did not want them to repent. The prayer that Jonah prays in chapter 
4, furious at the sparing of Nineveh, is the most theologically accurate and the most 
spiritually dissonant prayer in the book. He prays the great confession of Exodus 34 — 
you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God 
who relents from sending calamity — and the emotion that the confession generates in 
him is not gratitude or wonder but burning, self-righteous anger. 

The chapter unfolds in two movements. In the first movement, Jonah prays his furious 
prayer, asks to die, and goes out of the city to make himself a shelter and watch what 
will happen to Nineveh. He is still hoping, apparently, that God will change His mind 
again and destroy the city after all. He sits under his shelter in the scorching heat, 
watching. And God provides a plant — the same verb, provided, that governed the fish in 
chapter 2 — which grows up to give Jonah shade. And Jonah was exceedingly glad about 
the plant. The gladness is the first genuine positive emotion Jonah has expressed in the 
entire book, and it is expressed over a plant. He was not glad about the sailors' 
conversion in chapter 1. He was not glad about Nineveh's repentance in chapter 3. He 
was glad about the plant. 

In the second movement, God provides — again, the same verb — a worm that strikes 
the plant and kills it. Then God provides a scorching east wind and a blazing sun. And 
Jonah is faint and asks again to die. And God asks His question: do you do well to be 
angry about the plant? And Jonah says — with the most self-revealing honesty in the 
book — yes, I do well to be angry. Angry enough to die. The contrast between the 
gladness over the plant and the grief at its death, set against the utter absence of 
gladness at the salvation of a hundred and twenty thousand people, is the diagnosis that 
the chapter's final question is designed to make visible. 

The book ends with a question. Not an answer. Not a resolution. Not a narrative closure 
that tells us whether Jonah went home chastened and transformed, whether he 
acknowledged the legitimacy of God's rebuke, whether the compassion that the rebuke 
was designed to produce was actually produced. The book ends with God speaking and 
Jonah silent, with the divine question hanging in the air, and with the reader left to 
answer it for themselves. Should I not have concern for the great city of Nineveh, in 
which there are more than a hundred and twenty thousand people who cannot tell their 
right hand from their left — and also many animals? The question is addressed to 
Jonah. It echoes across every generation. It is addressed, finally, to the reader who has 



been following the story and who must now decide: which is the character in the book 
that most resembles me? 

Chapter 4 is the chapter that reveals the full scope of the book's theological agenda. 
Jonah is not primarily a book about the importance of obedience, though obedience 
matters. It is not primarily a book about the power of the word of God, though that 
power is on full display in chapter 3. It is a book about the character of God and the 
failure of the chosen people to have internalized that character — to have received the 
mercy they were given and then extended it to the people beyond themselves. Jonah is 
Israel in miniature: the people who received the covenant love of the God who is 
gracious and compassionate and slow to anger and who kept that love to themselves, 
who resented its extension to the nations, who preferred their own election to the mercy 
that election was always supposed to carry to the ends of the earth. 

 

Opening Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

We come to the final chapter of Jonah aware that it is addressed to us. 
We come knowing that the furious prophet sitting under his dead plant, 
angry about the salvation of people he did not want saved, is not a figure 
from a distant and alien tradition. He is us — the people who have 
received the mercy of the gracious and compassionate God and have 
decided that the scope of that mercy should correspond to our own 
preferences about who deserves it. 

Lord, expose in us what chapter 4 exposes in Jonah: the gladness over 
plants that serves our comfort while we sit unmoved by the salvation of 
the lost. The anger at grace extended to the people we have decided are 
beyond its reach. The prayer that confesses the right theology — You are 
gracious and compassionate and slow to anger — while burning with 
resentment at the most complete expression of that character. Let the 
question that ends the book end our complacency as well. 

And give us what Jonah lacks at the book's close: the compassion that 
corresponds to the God we confess, the concern for the city that mirrors 
the concern of the One who made it, the capacity to receive the grace we 
have been given and to extend it with something approaching the 
generosity with which we received it. Should You not have concern for 
the great city? Lord, give us the concern. The city is still waiting. In Jesus' 
name, Amen. 

 

Jonah 4:1–4 



The Furious Prayer: When the Correct Theology Produces the 
Wrong Response 

(1) 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 away 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?' 

THE CONTEXT 

The opening verse is the book's most dramatic reversal — and the one that has been 
coming since chapter 1. The greatest revival in the Old Testament, the repentance of an 
entire imperial city, the relenting of God from the disaster He had threatened — and it 
displeased Jonah exceedingly, and he was angry. The Hebrew is emphatic: it was evil to 
Jonah a great evil. The word for displease is the same root as the word for evil that has 
been used throughout the book for Nineveh's wickedness. Nineveh's evil came up before 
God in chapter 1. Now the salvation of Nineveh comes before Jonah, and it is evil to him 
— great evil. The prophet's moral universe has been inverted: the repentance of the 
wicked is the thing that disturbs him most. 

The prayer that Jonah prays is the most theologically honest and the most spiritually 
dissonant passage in the book. He finally explains what chapter 1 only showed: I knew 
that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, 
and relenting from disaster — therefore I fled. The confession is drawn from the great 
credo of Exodus 34:6-7, the foundational self-revelation of God at Sinai, the text that 
forms the backbone of Israel's theology of divine mercy. Jonah knows this text. He 
knows this God. He has known all along that this would happen. And the knowledge of 
God's character — the most beautiful theological truth in the Old Testament — has 
produced in him not adoration but resentment. He is furious at the God who is what 
God has always said He is. 

The prayer's conclusion — please take away my life from me, for it is better for me to die 
than to live — is the second time Jonah has asked to die in the chapter (he will ask again 
in verse 8). The first death-wish of the book was in chapter 1, when he asked the sailors 
to throw him into the sea. That one was arguably a form of self-sacrifice for the sailors' 
benefit. This one is unmistakably what it is: the sullen wish of a man who would rather 
not exist in a world where God has extended mercy to the people Jonah wanted 
destroyed. The death-wish is the most extreme possible expression of the theological 
resentment that the chapter is designed to expose. 

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 

But Jonah was furious about this — deeply, intensely displeased. He prayed to 
the Lord: 'Lord, isn't this exactly what I said when I was still back home? This is 



why I ran to Tarshish in the first place — because I knew You. I knew You are a 
God full of grace and compassion, patient and rich in faithful love, a God who 
changes His mind about bringing disaster. So now, Lord — just take my life. I'd 
rather be dead than alive.' And the Lord said: 'Is it right for you to be this 
angry?' 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"It displeased Jonah exceedingly, and he was angry": This signifies The 
Response to the Greatest Revival in the Old Testament Is Not Joy but Fury 
— Revealing That the Prophet's Problem Has Always Been a Problem of 
Compassion, Not Courage. 

The proportionality inversion of verse 1 is the book's most concentrated theological 
statement about the nature of Jonah's failure. The thing that produces the greatest joy in 
heaven — the repentance of the lost, the return of the prodigal, the found sheep carried 
home on the shepherd's shoulders — produces in Jonah exceedingly great displeasure. 
The scales of value that govern Jonah's interior are inverted from the scales that govern 
God's interior. What is great joy to God is great evil to Jonah. The inversion is not 
merely a character flaw. It is the theological diagnosis of the core problem: the prophet 
who has received the gracious and compassionate God's mercy has not been formed by 
the character he has received. He knows the theology. The theology has not formed him 
into the image of the God whose theology it describes. 

"I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger and 
abounding in steadfast love, and relenting from disaster — therefore I fled": 
This signifies The Theology That Should Produce Worship Produces 
Resentment — the Most Complete Portrait of the Gap Between Knowing 
God and Loving What God Loves. 

The confession of Exodus 34:6 — the great theological credo that forms the backbone of 
Israel's understanding of the divine character — appears here as the explanation for the 
flight. Jonah did not flee in ignorance of God's character. He fled in full knowledge of it. 
The grace and the compassion and the slow anger and the abounding love and the 
relenting from disaster — these are exactly what Jonah knew God was and knew God 
would express toward Nineveh if Nineveh repented. And the knowledge produced flight 
rather than obedience because the character Jonah confesses is a character he does not 
share. He knows the God who loves the Ninevites. He does not love the Ninevites. And 
the gap between his knowledge of God's love and his own absence of love for the people 
God loves is the gap that the entire book has been exposing. 

"It is better for me to die than to live": This signifies The Death-Wish That 
Prefers Non-Existence to a World in Which God's Mercy Reaches the 
Undeserving Is the Most Extreme Possible Statement of Theological 
Resentment. 

Jonah's death-wish is the most extreme possible expression of the theological 
resentment that chapter 4 is designed to expose — and it is the expression that most 
clearly reveals the depth of the problem. He would rather not exist than live in a world 
where the God he serves extends His mercy to the people Jonah has decided should be 
destroyed. This is not mere disappointment or frustration. It is the statement that the 



mercy of God, extended to those Jonah considers unworthy of it, has made the world 
uninhabitable for Jonah. The prophet who declares salvation is from the Lord in chapter 
2 has arrived at the position that the salvation of Nineveh has made life not worth living. 
The distance between the beautiful theology of chapter 2 and the bitter resentment of 
chapter 4 is the distance between the confession of a God whose mercy is universal and 
the lived experience of a man who wants that mercy to be exclusive. 

"Do you do well to be angry?": This signifies The Divine Question Is the Most 
Gentle and the Most Searching Pastoral Response Available to the Furious 
Prophet. 

God's response to Jonah's furious prayer is a question: do you do well to be angry? The 
gentleness of the response is remarkable. Jonah has just accused God of being what God 
has always said He is, as though the consistent expression of the divine character is a 
personal offense against the prophet. And God's response is not a rebuke or a 
declaration of divine authority or a reminder of Jonah's own experiences of that same 
mercy in the fish. It is a question — the pastoral question that invites the angry person 
to examine the anger rather than simply acting on it. The question does not deny the 
anger or minimize it. It asks about its rightness. Is the anger appropriate? Is it well-
founded? Does it correspond to the reality of the situation? The answer, which Jonah 
does not yet have the capacity to give, is no — but the question is the invitation to arrive 
at that answer through reflection rather than declaration. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Examine Whether the Theology You Confess Has Formed You Into the 
Image of the God It Describes: Jonah's prayer is the most searching possible 
challenge to every believer who possesses the correct theological vocabulary: you are 
gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. The 
question is not whether the theology is correct. It is. The question is whether the person 
confessing it is being formed by what they confess — whether the gracious and 
compassionate God they are describing is producing graciousness and compassion in 
them, whether the slow anger of the God they worship is slowing their own anger, 
whether the abounding love of the God they confess is abounding in them toward the 
people they find most difficult to love. Jonah has the theology exactly right. It has 
produced in him precisely the opposite of what it describes. Check the gap. 

2. Notice Whether You Are More Troubled by the Extension of Grace to the 
Undeserving Than by the Absence of Grace in Yourself: The diagnostic question 
that Jonah's prayer poses is: what troubles you more — the fact that God is extending 
mercy to people you think do not deserve it, or the fact that you yourself are not 
characterized by the mercy that God is extending? Jonah is deeply troubled by the 
former and apparently unconcerned about the latter. He has not asked himself why the 
salvation of a hundred and twenty thousand people produces only resentment in him. 
He has not examined the spiritual state that makes the most complete repentance in the 
Old Testament a source of great evil rather than great joy. The anger at grace extended 
to the undeserving is always the sign that the angry person has not yet fully received the 
grace that they themselves have been given. 



3. Receive God's Gentle Questions as Invitations to Examine the Anger 
Rather Than Simply to Justify It: The divine question — do you do well to be 
angry? — is the model for the pastoral response to the person who is furious at the 
extension of grace to those they consider undeserving. The question does not attack the 
anger or dismiss it. It invites examination. The believer who receives the gentle question 
of God in the middle of their righteous indignation at the mercy extended to the wrong 
people has been given the invitation to the most important interior examination of their 
theological life: is this anger right? Does it correspond to the reality of who God is and 
who I am in relation to the God whose mercy I have received? Sit with the question. Do 
not answer it too quickly. Let it do its searching work. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The gap between Jonah's confessed theology and his lived response is one of the most 
recognizable gaps in contemporary Christianity. The church that confesses the gracious 
and compassionate God — that sings about the wideness of His mercy and the depth of 
His love — and that is simultaneously furious when that mercy is extended to the people 
the church finds most objectionable has reproduced Jonah's condition at the scale of an 
institution. The people at the margins of social acceptability, the people whose histories 
of violence and exploitation make them the contemporary equivalent of Nineveh, the 
people whose conversion would be most surprising and most scandalous — these are the 
people whose repentance should produce the greatest joy. When instead it produces 
resentment, or suspicion, or the insistence that they prove the genuineness of their 
conversion more thoroughly than anyone else — the church is sitting under its shelter 
east of the city, watching. 

The death-wish of verse 3 is also one of the most honest descriptions of a common 
spiritual condition: the state in which the world has become uninhabitable because the 
God of mercy is being more merciful than the speaker can tolerate. It is not usually 
expressed as a literal wish to die. It expresses itself in withdrawal from the community 
where the unwanted people are welcome, in the construction of tighter and tighter 
circles of theological purity, in the deep satisfaction with smaller and smaller churches 
that contain only the already-convinced and the already-acceptable. These are the subtle 
forms of the death-wish: the preference for a smaller world over the world in which God 
is doing what He has always said He would do. 

Key Lesson: The furious prophet who prays the correct theology and is made 
angrier by the God who embodies it is the most searching mirror the book holds 
up to every believer who knows the gracious and compassionate God and has 
not been formed into His image — who confesses the steadfast love and the 
relenting from disaster while sitting east of the city, burning with resentment at 
the most complete expression of the character they confess. 

 

Jonah 4:5–8 



The Plant, the Worm, and the Wind: God's Object Lesson in the 
East 

(5) Jonah had gone out and sat down at a place east of the city. 
 There he made himself a shelter, sat in its shade and waited 
 to see what would happen to the city. 
 (6) Then the LORD God provided a leafy plant 
 and made it grow up over Jonah to give shade for his head 
 to ease his discomfort, and Jonah was very happy about the plant. 
 (7) But at dawn the next day God provided a worm, 
 which chewed the plant so that it withered. 
 (8) When the sun rose, God provided a scorching east wind, 
 and the sun blazed on Jonah's head so that he grew faint. 
 He wanted to die, and said, 'It is better for me to die than to live.' 

THE CONTEXT 

Jonah's behavior in verse 5 is the most revealing action in the chapter. Having delivered 
his sermon, having witnessed the repentance of the entire city, having watched God 
relent from the disaster — Jonah goes out of the city and sits down east of it. He makes 
himself a shelter. He sits in its shade. And he waits to see what will happen to the city. 
He is still watching for the destruction. Even after God has relented, even after the 
narrative has made clear that Nineveh has been spared, Jonah sits east of the city under 
his own shelter — like a man who cannot quite accept what has happened, who is 
waiting for the other shoe to drop, who has not yet fully relinquished the hope that the 
judgment he proclaimed will yet arrive. 

Into this scene of sullen waiting, God provides the plant. The word is the same word that 
governed the fish in chapter 2 and will govern the worm and the wind that follow: 
provided. God provides. The sovereignty that has been at work throughout the book — 
providing the storm, providing the fish, providing the second commission, providing the 
repentance of Nineveh — is now providing a plant. And the plant works: it grows up over 
Jonah's head, it gives shade, it eases his discomfort. And Jonah was very happy about 
the plant. This is the first and only moment of uncomplicated joy in the entire book. The 
man who was not glad about the sailors' conversion, not glad about his own deliverance 
from the fish, not glad about Nineveh's repentance — is very happy about a plant. The 
proportion is the diagnosis. 

The sequence of the three divine provisions in verses 7-8 is deliberate and precise. The 
worm at dawn, the scorching east wind as the sun rises, the blazing sun — each element 
increases the discomfort that the plant had eased, each removal of the comfort makes 
the previous comfort more acutely felt. And the result: Jonah wanted to die again. The 
second death-wish of the chapter is triggered not by the salvation of the Ninevites but by 
the death of the plant. The man who could receive the repentance of a hundred and 
twenty thousand people with nothing but resentment is overcome with grief at the 
withering of a plant. The disproportion is not comic. It is the precise diagnostic tool that 
the divine question of verse 9 will deploy. 

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 



Jonah had gone out of the city and settled down on the east side, where he built 
himself a little shelter. He sat in its shade, waiting to see what would happen to 
the city. Then the Lord God arranged for a leafy plant to grow up and arch over 
Jonah, shading his head and relieving his miserable situation. Jonah was 
absolutely delighted by the plant. But the next morning at dawn, God arranged 
for a worm to attack the plant, and the plant withered. When the sun came up, 
God arranged for a hot, dry east wind to blow, and the sun beat down on 
Jonah's head until he was about to faint. He wanted to die again. 'I'd rather be 
dead,' he said. 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"Jonah had gone out and sat down at a place east of the city — and waited to 
see what would happen to the city": This signifies The Prophet Who Has 
Delivered the Sermon Is Still Watching for the Destruction — He Has Not 
Yet Released His Claim on the Judgment He Proclaimed. 

The posture of verse 5 — sitting east of the city under a shelter, watching — is one of the 
most revealing pieces of body language in the book. The east is the direction of the 
sunrise, the direction from which the scorching east wind will come, the direction of the 
desert and the wilderness. It is also, symbolically, the direction from which one watches 
the object that one hopes to see destroyed. Jonah has not gone home. He has not 
accepted the relenting of God and moved on. He is sitting and watching, waiting to see 
whether the destruction might still come. The shelter he makes himself is the shelter of a 
man who intends to be there for a while. The prophet is not done with Nineveh. He is 
still there, east of the city, hoping against hope that the mercy he confessed and resented 
will be withdrawn and the judgment he proclaimed will arrive. 

"Jonah was very happy about the plant": This signifies The First and Only Joy 
in the Entire Book Is the Joy That Serves the Prophet's Comfort — Not the 
Joy That Corresponds to What God Values. 

The word for Jonah's joy over the plant — he was very happy, he rejoiced with great joy 
— is the same vocabulary that the book uses for significant emotional states. This is 
genuine, intense gladness. And it is the only genuine, intense gladness Jonah has 
expressed in the entire narrative. Not the sailors' conversion. Not his own deliverance 
from the deep. Not the repentance of a great city. The plant. The gladness is not wrong 
in itself — the plant was genuinely a relief from the heat. But the proportion reveals 
everything: Jonah's capacity for joy is intact. It is simply oriented toward the things that 
serve his own comfort rather than toward the things that produce joy in the heart of the 
God he serves. The plant is the most efficient possible diagnostic of the prophet's 
spiritual condition. 

"But at dawn the next day God provided a worm, which chewed the plant so 
that it withered": This signifies The Three Divine Provisions — Plant, Worm, 
Wind — Are the Object Lesson That Will Frame the Book's Final Question. 

The three provisions of verses 6-8 — plant, worm, east wind — form the pedagogical 
infrastructure of the divine object lesson that the chapter's final question will deploy. 
God has not merely provided the plant as a gesture of compassion toward Jonah's 
discomfort. He has provided it as the setup for the worm and the wind — the removal of 



the plant that will create the emotional reality that the question of verse 9 will leverage. 
The same sovereignty that governs the storm and the fish and the repentance of Nineveh 
governs the growth of the plant and the appetite of the worm. Nothing in this narrative 
is accidental. The plant's provision and the plant's removal are both deliberate acts of 
the God who is patiently teaching His furious prophet the lesson that the prophet has 
been resisting since chapter 1. 

"He wanted to die, and said, 'It is better for me to die than to live'": This 
signifies The Second Death-Wish, Triggered by the Loss of a Plant, Reveals 
the Disproportion That the Book's Final Question Is Designed to Make 
Visible. 

The second death-wish of the chapter — triggered by the withering of a plant rather than 
by the salvation of a city — is the diagnostic statement that the book's final verses will 
unpack. Jonah has grieved over the plant with an intensity that has produced the same 
wish for death that the salvation of the Ninevites produced. The plant and the hundred 
and twenty thousand people have produced identical responses in the prophet: extreme 
distress and the wish for non-existence. The equation is the chapter's most devastating 
theological observation: the prophet who feels the loss of a plant as deeply as he feels the 
sparing of a city has his values exactly inverted. The question that follows — are you 
right to be angry about the plant? — is the setup for the question that will end the book. 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Notice What Produces Your Deepest Joy and Your Most Intense Grief — 
the Proportion Reveals the Orientation: Jonah's joy over the plant and grief over 
its loss reveal more about the orientation of his spiritual life than anything he has said or 
prayed in the entire book. The diagnostic that this passage offers is simple and 
searching: what produces your deepest joy? What loss produces your most intense grief? 
When the loss of a personal comfort produces more grief than the absence of God's work 
in the world around you, the proportion has been inverted. When the presence of a 
personal comfort produces more joy than the salvation of a soul, the orientation has 
drifted from the things that produce joy in God toward the things that serve the comfort 
of the self. The proportion is not a minor spiritual sensitivity issue. It is the diagnosis of 
the entire spiritual life. 

2. Be Suspicious of a Joy That Is Oriented Entirely Toward Personal 
Comfort and an Anger That Is Oriented Entirely Toward What Disrupts 
That Comfort: The plant provided Jonah ease of discomfort — and Jonah was very 
happy. The worm removed the ease of discomfort — and Jonah wanted to die. The 
pattern is the pattern of the self-centered spiritual life: joy when comfort increases, grief 
and anger when it decreases, and the things of God's kingdom functioning primarily as 
resources for or obstacles to the comfort that has become the organizing center of the 
life. The contemporary believer who finds that their spiritual wellbeing rises and falls 
primarily with the circumstances of their personal comfort rather than with the advance 
of the gospel or the repentance of the lost has reproduced Jonah's condition. The east 
wind of disruption is sometimes the mercy that redirects the attention from the plant to 
the city. 



3. Receive the Disruptions of Comfort as God's Object Lessons in What 
Actually Matters: The plant that grew and the worm that killed it are both provided 
by God — and both are part of the same pedagogical sequence. The comfort that God 
gives is sometimes the setup for the lesson that the discomfort will teach. The believer 
who can only receive comfort as gift and disruption as problem has missed the 
theological framework within which both are operating: the same divine sovereignty 
that provides the plant provides the worm, and the same pedagogical purpose governs 
both. The disruption of the comfort is sometimes the necessary condition for the 
question that follows — the question that reorients the attention from what serves the 
self to what matters to the God who is teaching the lesson. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The image of Jonah sitting east of the city under his shelter, waiting for the destruction 
that God has already decided will not come, is one of the most recognizable portraits of 
the religious person who has not yet come to terms with the mercy of God. He has built 
his shelter in a position of strategic observation. He is waiting for the outcome he 
predicted and proclaimed. He cannot quite accept that the mercy he correctly attributed 
to God is actually going to be expressed toward the people he hoped would be destroyed. 
The contemporary equivalent is the believer who has made peace with God's mercy 
toward people like themselves while sitting east of the city, watching, waiting for the 
judgment to fall on the people who are not like themselves. 

The plant's provision as the setup for the object lesson is also one of the most pastorally 
precise descriptions of how God sometimes works in the lives of believers who have 
become oriented around personal comfort rather than divine purpose. The comfort is 
real — the plant was genuinely a relief. God did not begrudge Jonah the shade. But the 
comfort was never the point. The comfort was the condition that the subsequent 
discomfort would leverage for the lesson that the comfort itself could not teach. The east 
wind that makes the plant's absence acutely felt is the necessary condition for the 
question that follows. The disruptions of comfort in the believer's life are not always the 
absence of God's provision. They are sometimes the most active and the most 
pedagogically precise expression of it. 

Key Lesson: The plant that produces the only joy in the book — and its 
removal that produces the only grief that matches the intensity of Jonah's 
theological resentment — is the object lesson that God has been arranging from 
the moment Jonah sat down east of the city; and the proportion between the 
prophet's feelings about a plant and his feelings about a city of a hundred and 
twenty thousand people is the diagnosis that the book's final question will make 
impossible to avoid. 

 

Jonah 4:9–11 

The Question That Ends the Book: Should I Not Be Concerned? 



(9) But God said to Jonah, 'Is it right for you to be angry about the plant?' 
 'It is,' he said. 'And I'm so angry I wish I were dead.' 
 (10) But the LORD said, 'You have been concerned about this plant, 
 though you did not tend it or make it grow. 
 It sprang up overnight and died overnight. 
 (11) And should I not have concern for the great city of Nineveh, 
 in which there are more than a hundred and twenty thousand people 
 who cannot tell their right hand from their left— 
 and also many animals?' 

THE CONTEXT 

The final three verses of the book are among the most theologically significant three 
verses in the entire Old Testament. God asks the same question He asked in verse 4 — is 
it right for you to be angry? — but now the question is about the plant rather than about 
Nineveh. And Jonah answers: yes. Yes, I am right to be angry. Angry enough to die. The 
first time God asked the question, Jonah walked away. Now, confronted by the grief over 
the plant, he answers with the full, unguarded declaration of his interior state. I am right 
to be angry. Angry enough to die. And God's response is the longest speech He has made 
to Jonah since the original commission — and the final speech in the book. 

The logic of the divine speech is the logic of proportionality — but run in the direction 
that exposes, rather than exonerates, Jonah's condition. You had concern for the plant. 
The concern is acknowledged as genuine. Jonah really did care about the plant. The 
problem is not that the concern was false. The problem is what the concern reveals when 
it is placed in proportion: you cared about a plant you did not make, did not tend, did 
not invest in, that came up in a night and perished in a night — and you cared about it 
enough to grieve over its loss. And then the comparison: should I not have concern for 
the great city of Nineveh, in which there are more than a hundred and twenty thousand 
people? The God who is being challenged for extending mercy is the God who made, 
tended, invested in, and loves the people in the city. The proportion is the argument. 

The book ends there. The final word of God is not answered. Jonah says nothing. The 
narrative does not tell us whether the question broke through, whether the lesson was 
learned, whether the compassion that the argument called for was produced. The ending 
is open — deliberately, permanently open. And the openness is the book's final and most 
theologically sophisticated move: by leaving the question unanswered in the narrative, 
the author ensures that every reader must answer it for themselves. Are you concerned 
about your plant? Are you angry at the mercy that God extends to the people you would 
rather not see spared? And should not God have concern for the great city — for the 
people who cannot tell their right hand from their left, for the hundred and twenty 
thousand, for the animals? The question is addressed to Jonah. It is addressed to Israel. 
It is addressed to every subsequent reader who has received the mercy of the God who is 
gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in love. 

PLAIN AMERICAN ENGLISH 

Then God asked Jonah, 'Is it right for you to be this angry about the plant?' 
'Absolutely,' Jonah said. 'I'm angry enough to die.' Then the Lord said: 'You 
cared deeply about this plant — even though you didn't do anything to grow it 
or nurture it. It appeared in one night and was gone the next. But shouldn't I 



care deeply about Nineveh — that enormous city with more than a hundred and 
twenty thousand people in it who don't even know right from wrong? And what 
about all their animals?' 

KEY OBSERVATIONS 

"It is right for me to be angry, even unto death": This signifies The Only Full 
Declaration of Jonah's Interior State in the Book Is the Declaration That the 
Anger Is Justified — the Most Complete Self-Revelation of the Prophet's 
Spiritual Condition. 

Jonah's answer to the divine question is the most self-revealing statement in the book — 
and the most honest. He does not deflect or apologize or rationalize. He asserts: yes, I 
am right to be angry. Angry enough to die. The assertion is the exposure that the 
question was designed to produce: the full, explicit declaration of the interior state that 
has been governing the prophet's behavior since chapter 1. The anger that was implicit 
in the flight, displayed in the sermon, and expressed in the first prayer of chapter 4 is 
now fully named and fully claimed. It is right. It is justified. It is death-worthy. And the 
divine response — which takes the anger at the plant and uses it as the mirror for the 
anger about Nineveh — is the most patient and the most precise pastoral response 
available to a person who has just declared their anger to be righteous. 

"You have been concerned about this plant, though you did not tend it or 
make it grow — it sprang up overnight and died overnight": This signifies The 
Acknowledgment That the Concern for the Plant Was Real Is the Setup for 
the Proportionality Argument That Follows. 

God does not dismiss Jonah's concern for the plant as petty or invalid. He acknowledges 
it as real: you had concern for this plant. The concern is genuine. The grief over the 
plant's loss is genuine. What is being exposed is not the falseness of the concern but its 
proportion relative to the greater concern that the lesser concern is being used to 
illuminate. You cared — about something you did not make, did not tend, that existed 
for one day and was gone. The acknowledgment is the pastoral grace that makes the 
comparison that follows sustainable: if you can care about a plant you did not make, 
how much more can I care about a city of a hundred and twenty thousand people I did 
make, have always tended, and love with the steadfast love that has been the subject of 
your own theological confession? 

"Should I not have concern for the great city of Nineveh, in which there are 
more than a hundred and twenty thousand people who cannot tell their 
right hand from their left": This signifies The Final Question of the Book Is 
the Most Theologically Comprehensive Statement of the Divine Compassion 
— and It Is Left Unanswered. 

The question that ends the book — should I not have concern? — is the question that the 
entire book has been building toward. It is not a rhetorical question designed to shame 
Jonah into the correct answer. It is a genuine question — the invitation to Jonah to see 
the city as God sees it. The hundred and twenty thousand people who cannot tell their 
right hand from their left is the most tender description of human helplessness in the 
book: people who do not yet know enough to know the difference between the right and 
the wrong direction. They are morally unformed, spiritually unaware, living in the 



darkness of a city whose wickedness has come up before God — and yet God loves them. 
Not because they are good. Not because they deserve the mercy. Because they are His. 
And the final word — and also many animals — is the comic, compassionate, 
characteristic touch of the God whose mercy extends to every living thing that He has 
made. 

"The book ends without Jonah's response": This signifies The Open Ending Is 
the Book's Most Sophisticated Theological Move — It Ensures That Every 
Reader Must Answer the Question That the Prophet Does Not. 

The silence of Jonah at the book's end is not a narrative failure. It is the deliberate 
choice of the book's author to leave the question in the air — to ensure that the question 
which God asks Jonah is the question that every subsequent reader must answer for 
themselves. We do not know whether Jonah answered. We do not know whether the 
lesson broke through. We do not know whether the prophet who fled and slept and 
prayed and sulked and watched and wept over a plant was finally formed into the 
compassion that the question invites. The book does not tell us. And the not-telling is 
the invitation: the reader who has been following the story must now decide where they 
stand in relation to the question. Are you concerned about your plant? And should not 
God be concerned about the great city? 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR US TODAY 

1. Let the Proportionality Argument Expose the True Orientation of Your 
Concern: The logic of the divine speech is the most practically useful diagnostic in the 
chapter: you were concerned about a plant you did not make or tend, that existed for 
one day. Should God not be concerned about people He made, has always tended, and 
loves? The proportionality argument works in two directions simultaneously. It exposes 
the misorientation of Jonah's concern — toward the plant that serves his comfort rather 
than the people who need his proclamation. And it establishes the ground of God's 
concern — the investment of creation and care and love that makes the hundred and 
twenty thousand people matter in a way that no plant ever could. Apply the argument to 
your own concerns: what am I most concerned about? Does the proportion of my 
concern correspond to the proportion of God's? 

2. Receive the Open Ending as the Question Addressed to You Personally — 
and Answer It Honestly: The book's silence at the end is not a puzzle to be solved by 
the biblically clever. It is the invitation to every reader to answer the question that Jonah 
is left with. The question is addressed to you: have you been concerned about your 
plant? Have you been angry at the mercy God extends to the people you would rather He 
destroyed? And should not God have concern for the great city — for the hundred and 
twenty thousand in your Nineveh, the people who cannot tell their right hand from their 
left, the people whose wickedness has come up before God and who are being offered, 
through the most reluctant proclamation available, the mercy of the God who made 
them? Answer the question. The book provides no answer. That is the point. 

3. Cultivate the Concern for People That Corresponds to the Concern of the 
God Who Made Them: The concern that God expresses for the hundred and twenty 
thousand is the concern that the book calls the reader to develop — the concern that sees 



the city as God sees it: not as the enemy, not as the undeserving, not as the threat, but as 
the people God made and has always tended and loves with the same steadfast love that 
the prophet confesses and the prophet resents God extending. The cultivation of this 
concern is not primarily an act of moral will. It is the fruit of the formation that comes 
from spending enough time in the presence of the God whose character is gracious and 
compassionate, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love — until His concern for 
the people He made becomes one's own concern, until the city that was always Nineveh 
becomes the city that God says it has always been: the great city that I love and refuse to 
destroy without giving them the chance to turn. 

HOW THIS RELATES TO TODAY 

The question that ends the book of Jonah — should I not have concern for the great city? 
— is one of the most urgent questions the church in every generation must answer. 
Every generation has its Nineveh: the city, the people, the group that the people of God 
have decided is beyond the reach of divine mercy, or is undeserving of the effort of 
proclamation, or whose repentance would be inconvenient for the theological 
arrangements that the community has made about who belongs inside and who belongs 
outside the scope of God's concern. The hundred and twenty thousand who cannot tell 
their right hand from their left are always there. The question is always whether the 
people who know the gracious and compassionate God will go to them — not with 
Jonah's reluctance and five begrudging words, but with the gladness of people who have 
been formed by the God whose concern for the great city is the most complete 
expression of His character. 

The open ending is also the book's most powerful missionary challenge. The story of 
Jonah does not end with the mission accomplished and the prophet transformed and 
the community formed and the Nineveh church planted and growing. It ends with a 
question, with the prophet silent, and with the reader required to determine what they 
will do with the question that the prophet has been asked and has not yet answered. The 
greatest acts of missionary faithfulness in the history of the church have been the acts of 
people who heard the question — should I not have concern? — and answered yes. Who 
descended from their own comfort and their own theological preferences and their own 
carefully managed ideas about who deserves the mercy, and went to their Nineveh with 
the word that can produce the greatest revival in the history of the world from the most 
minimal proclamation in the mouth of the most reluctant preacher. The word is 
sufficient. The God of mercy is waiting. The question is still open. 

Key Lesson: Should I not have concern for the great city of Nineveh? — the 
question that ends the book without an answer is the question that every reader 
of every generation must answer personally; and the proportion between a 
plant that existed for a day and a hundred and twenty thousand people who 
cannot tell their right hand from their left is the proportion between the things 
that organize our concern and the things that organize God's, which is the 
distance that the book of Jonah has been trying to close from the first word to 
the last. 



 

Closing Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

We close the book of Jonah with the question still ringing — should I not 
have concern for the great city? We have followed the most reluctant 
prophet in the Old Testament from the comfortable certainties of his 
homeland all the way to the east side of the city that he hated most, 
sitting under a dead plant in the scorching east wind, furious at the 
mercy that has made the world uninhabitable for him. And we recognize 
ourselves in him. The anger at grace extended to the undeserving. The 
gladness over the plant that serves our comfort. The silence when the 
final question is asked. 

Lord, expose in us the proportion that the book exposes in Jonah. Show us 
what we are most concerned about — the plants that serve our comfort or 
the cities that need our proclamation. Show us where the extension of 
Your mercy to the people we would rather see judged has produced in us 
not joy but resentment. Show us the shelter we have built east of our 
Nineveh, where we sit and watch to see whether the destruction might yet 
come. And then ask us the question. The same question. Is it right for you 
to be angry? And should I not have concern? 

Give us the answer that the book does not supply for Jonah. Give us the 
yes that corresponds to God's own yes — the yes that agrees that You are 
right to have concern for the great city, that Your concern is the 



appropriate response of the God who made the hundred and twenty 
thousand and has always tended them and loves them with the same 
steadfast love that You have extended to us. Let Your concern become our 
concern. Not the grudging, minimum-compliance concern of the prophet 
who preaches five words and sits down east of the city. The genuine, 
costly, throne-descending concern of the king of Nineveh — but directed 
outward toward the people who need the proclamation rather than 
inward toward the self that needs the shade. 

And thank You for the book itself — for this strange, funny, searching, 
uncomfortable, subversive, ultimately beautiful account of the God who 
pursues the reluctant prophet across the sea, through the storm and the 
fish and the prayer and the vomiting and the five words and the plant 
and the worm and the east wind, all the way to the question that ends the 
story without resolving it. Because the unresolved question is the 
invitation. The question is addressed to us. And the God who asks it is the 
gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in 
steadfast love, who relents from disaster — who relented for us, who 
relented for Nineveh, who is relenting still for every great city where the 
hundred and twenty thousand who cannot tell their right hand from their 
left are waiting for the word to come. 

In Jesus' name — the One who wept over Jerusalem and said O 
Jerusalem, Jerusalem — who saw the city and had concern and did not 
sit east of it but went into it — in His name we pray, Amen. 

 

Soli Deo Gloria 
Glory to God Alone 


