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The Character of Compassion B 1E694F 5

Jonah H£ZF 4:4-11
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We come to the end of the story of Jonah. God sent his prophet Jonah to Nineveh, the capital
of the nation of Assyria. Assyria was the greatest imperial power in the world at that time.
They were known for their merciless brutality.
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The creator God told Jonah to go and preach them and call them to repent of their evil and
violence because God was holding them responsible for their brutality, violence, and
oppression of others.
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Jonah was to tell them that God was going to send a calamity on them if they didn’t turn
away from their evil. Nineveh responded to Jonah’s message, said sorry, stopped being brutal,
in the hope they would be spared. In the meantime, 4:5 tells us that Jonah had left the city and
took up a vantage point to see what would happen to Nineveh.
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He has his popcorn and choc-top and waiting for the curtain to be drawn and the blockbuster
of God’s judgement to descend on his enemies, but God withheld his wrath and justice. Jonah
is furious with God. Today, we discover why Jonah was sent to Nineveh.
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THE COMPASSION OF GOD _t & &9 18

These verses are telling us three things about God’s compassion. Firstly, it means that God
has voluntarily attached his heart to us. In v.6, Jonah is sitting and hoping for judgement to
come, and we are told that God provides a shade plant to grow up to ease his discomfort.
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In the same way God ‘provided’ a great fish, so now he ‘provides’ a plant. Verse 6 says,
Jonah was very happy about the plant.
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The original wording is quite strong...he rejoiced with great joy. It’s a statement that is
contrasted with v.1 where the original language has Jonah’s response to God holding back his
judgement on Nineveh as evil with a great evil.

JR A B AR & 58 AL eeeees Mo X A B E, BHFE 1 BRI T EHHIL, F 1 ek
THEH LR TRATEFVEI LM R, £ & FaE,

God provision of the plant for his comfort brought him so much joy, but God’s gracious
provision for Nineveh brought him so much anger.
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Then it died. In v.10 God says to him: “You have been concerned about this plant, though
you did not tend it or make it grow It sprang up overnight and died overnight.”
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The word that is used for COMPASSION in vv9 & 10, is the word CONCERN. Jonah’s
delight, anger, disappointment, frustration, and every other emotion attached to this plant, are
all aspects of concern.
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The word CONCERN means to grieve. It means to mourn over the death of a loved one. It’s a
strong word. It means to have your heart broken.
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All of us need many things, and we get emotionally attached to the things we think we need
the most to give our lives a sense of worth, meaning, or joy. Jonah’s joy in the plant is like the
joy of a person with the comforts and possessions of this world...all of which are fleeting.
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Jonah’s heart was attached to the plant. He was concerned about the plant. His heart was
attached to it in such a way that what happened to it, happened to him. When it died, he
wanted to die. Jonah is now furious at God for sending a worm to take away what his heart
was attached to.
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Ancient philosophers use to say you could do good and helpful things for people even if you
didn’t like them. Love is an exercise of the will. Loving actions even if your heart isn’t in it.
It’s similar to the statement I’ve heard many times before, I might have to love them, but |
don t have to like them.
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The ancients distinguished that with the love of attachment. This is love where your heart is
bound up to theirs’s. The ancients thought it was impossible for a divine being to have a heart
attachment to mere mortals because the gods were greater beings and didn’t need lesser
beings.
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The God of the Bible needs nothing. He is utterly and perfectly happy in himself, and he
doesn’t need us. He didn’t create the world or humanity because he lacked something in
himself.
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All this makes the language of God at the end of Jonah shocking. It ends with a question that
is yet another assault on Jonah’s self-righteousness.
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Versell: 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?
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The God who made everything and has everything and whose joy is not dependent on
anything, has chosen to attach his heart to people. He has voluntarily attached his heart to
humanity. He is concerned for Nineveh. He is angry at Nineveh and has compassion for
Nineveh. What happens to Nineveh affects him. It moves him.
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What happens to Jonah affects him. What happens to you and me affects him. God’s
compassion is he voluntarily attaches his heart to ours.
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Hosea 11:7-8 records God looking at his people Israel sinking into evil and sin, and he speaks
of his heart turning over within him: My people are determined to turn from me. Even
though they call me God Most High, I will by no means exalt them. “How can I give you
up, Ephraim? How can I hand you over, Israel... My heart is changed within me; all my
compassion is aroused.”
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The second thing to know about God’s compassion is his heart is particularly moved because
of our condition. In v11, it isn’t just the Ninevites in some general sense as people that bring
out God’s ...compassion, but a city of people who cannot tell their right hand from their left.
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Here is a city full of people who have lost their way. They are spiritually blind. They don’t
know what they are doing, how they have gone wrong, how to live well, or how to fix it. God
has compassion. He is moved and grieved by their condition.
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The third characteristic of God’s compassion is he forgives readily. This is what has got
Jonah all bent out of shape. Jonah goes to Nineveh, the great enemy of his nation Israel. They
are a brutal, evil city, and he has a message of judgement. He is hoping for their judgement.
He wants God to bring justice.
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What does he get? Nineveh saying sorry and promising to be good. The response of Nineveh
is quite different to that of the pagan sailors in chapter 1 where they pray to God using the
covenant name of God, to ask for forgiveness. They feared the Lord, offered sacrifices and
vowed to follow him.
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Nineveh doesn’t enter into a covenant relationship with God. There is no circumcision or
sacrifices or vows. They don’t come under the Law of God. They don’t convert and become
Israelites.
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Despite all this, God still relents from bringing calamity upon them. Jonah sees all this.
Nineveh is still a threat to his people. Why doesn’t God make them grovel? Why not add
conditions?
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Jonah could not accept that God’s compassion and grace should work in favour of his
enemies, but neither could he accept life without it for himself. God’s compassion for
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Nineveh was unacceptable, but so was the withdrawal of his compassion to Jonah in the plant
unacceptable.
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Jonah longed for a God who was like him, who met his needs and supported his plans, not the
God who made heaven and earth, the sea and land. A God who is gracious and compassionate,
slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity.
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God’s gentle and persistent questioning was an expression of God’s concern and compassion
for Jonah. The saving of the pagan sailors, the response of city of Nineveh to the word of God,
are all God labouring to bring Jonah back to God in repentance and faith.
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THE COMPASSION OF JESUS I #f 9 B 18
Jonah 4 ends with the question big of Jonah’s mind and heart, and leaves us with a big tension,
where is the justice for Nineveh? Why didn’t God punish such an evil nation?
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The tension of Jonah finally finds its answer in the compassion of God in Jesus Christ.
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Jonah 4 points us forward to a greater one sent by God to a city with a message. Not to a
pagan city but his own city Jerusalem. To his own people.
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In the last week of his life, Jesus came to Jerusalem. Luke 19 puts it like this: As he
approached Jerusalem and saw the city, he wept over it and said, “If you, even you, had
only known on this day what would bring you peace—but now it is hidden from your eyes.”
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Jesus, the king from heaven is coming to his city. A city full of people who are blind to the
spiritual reality of who Jesus i1s. He knew he would suffer and die at the hands of the religious
elite, the corrupt politicians and the mob, but instead of anger and absorbed with self-pity, he
weeps.
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On the cross he cries out, Father forgive them, for they don’t know what they are doing
(Luke 23:34). They are brutally torturing and killing and denying and betraying him, but none
of them, not even the religious elite really understand what they are doing.
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He doesn’t say they are innocent any more God said Nineveh is innocent. They are totally
guilty, but this is why they need his forgiveness.
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How can God be merciful, patient, and gracious to evil Nineveh, and Jesus to his murderers
and betrayers? There is a clue in Jonah 2:2-4 where Jonah says from inside the fish: From
deep in the realm of the dead I called for help, and you listened to my cry. You hurled me
into the depths...all your waves and breakers swept over me... I said, ‘I have been
banished from your sight; yet I will look again toward your holy temple.’
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The realm of the dead is a reference to the realm of divine punishment and death. Such was
Jonah’s anguish and despair. In Matthew 12, Jesus calls himself greater than Jonah when he
refers to Jonah’s three days and nights in the fish.
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When Jesus went to the cross, he repeats the suffering of Jonah, but to an infinitely greater
degree. He cries out: My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? (Matt 27:46).
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Jonah went into the depths of the sea to save the sailors, but Jesus went into the depths of
death and separation from God, into the depths of divine judgement in order to save Jonah,
and us.
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Jesus willingly came under the judgement of God for all our sin — all our rebellious running
from God and refusal to allow him to be God in our lives, and all our self-righteous morality
that looks down at the rebellion of others. He died for the bad and those who think they are
good.
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As 2 Corinthians 5:21 puts it: God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him
we might become the righteousness of God.
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Salvation completely belongs to Jesus. The wonder of the heart of God in Jesus Christ.
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Theologian B.B Warfield wrote an article called The Emotional Life of Our Lord over 100
years ago. He made the point that by far the most typical statement in the New Testament to
describe Jesus’ emotional life was the phrase “he was moved with compassion.”
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It’s a phrase that means he was moved from the centre of his being. The New Testament
records Jesus weeping twenty times for every time he laughs.
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He was a man of sorrows. Not because he was depressive but because his compassion
connects him with us. Our sadness makes him sad. Our pain brings him pain.
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Jonah went outside the Nineveh, climbed a hill to wait and hope for its destruction, but Jesus
went outside the city, climbed a hill, and died to bring it, and us, salvation.
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Jonah has so many great themes running through it, but the whole point of Jonah comes into
focus in the final chapter. Jonah reveals that anyone, from pagan nations like Nineveh through
to one of God’s successful prophets and preachers like Jonah, can miss the gracious and
compassionate God.
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All of Jonah’s fears, disobedience, prejudices, inordinate loves and tantrums all stem from his
blindness to the compassionate heart of the true God. The main purpose of this book is to get
Jonah to understand God and his compassionate.
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God doesn’t allow Jonah to remain undisturbed in his foolishness. God keeps coming after
him with a storm, a fish, a plant, all of it to reveal who God is.
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God is too holy and too compassionate just to leave him alone and give him what he wants.
And because Jonah ends with an unanswered question for its readers, the main purpose of this
book is to get US to understand God and his compassionate heart.
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Firstly, how much of Jonah’s self-righteous heart lingers in ours? Jonah’s self-righteousness

condemnation of Nineveh is like the Pharisee in Luke 18 who looks down at the tax-collector

and prays confidently, God, I thank you that I am not like other people, especially this tax

collector. Look at all the things I do for you.
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As Jonah looks over Nineveh, he could have prayed that exact same prayer. As we finish up
Jonah, and all his dirty laundry is out there, is there anything in your heart that whispers: God,
I thank you that I am not like other people, especially that prophet Jonah.
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Self-righteousness will never lead to compassion, grace, or forgiveness. It is inconsistent to
have contempt for others, are bitter towards others, refuse to forgive others while claiming
God’s grace for oneself.
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In Matthew 18 we can read a parable Jesus told of the unmerciful servant. A servant who had
been forgiven a debt that they had no chance of ever paying back. They said thanks and
immediately went away and treated with contempt someone who owed them a comparably
small debt.

B ABKAATY % 18 &, HKATE D) IR E K 49 B A — (B B AL ABI . fEA
AT —FEMRELERTHE. MR A ANR, EARZRFF BRI
Refe AR & ]S 0 4 68 Ao

The gospel of Jesus Christ should drive the Christians to deeper levels of humility and grace
and compassion and forgiveness towards others, even others who have wronged us.
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Secondly, Jonah confronted Nineveh without compassion, without weeping. He preached to

the city without loving the city. When we are captivated by the compassionate heart of God in

Jesus Christ we abandon a comfortable world of self-protection. God’s compassion didn’t

result in him staying in the heavens feeling so sorry for us.
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He came down. He took on our nature. He stepped into our shoes, and into our condition and
problems and walked with us. Dwelt with us. If you have a friend going through a hard time,
don’t be so busy that you can’t sit with them, walk with them, weep with them through the
suffering. Compassion hurts, but that is what God has done for us in Jesus.
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Thirdly, God did not try to expose the self-righteousness and lack of compassion in Jonah’s
heart only with a speech. In his grace and compassion, God sent Jonah difficulties and
disappointments and troubles.
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God keeps coming after him with a storm, a fish, a plant. God is too holy and too
compassionate just to leave him alone and give him what he wants.
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God is mercifully doing spiritual surgery on the idols of Jonah’s heart. God is trying to

liberate Jonah from the things that enslave him, drive him and control him. He is trying to

show Jonah that he is better. That to dwell in his presence in the midst of the storm of life is

better than the absence of the storm.

Lo I A E S b AR AT B E F . LB AT E RN I A BB A
TG FA P A R, KB RO EERT, AT, EALWREZY, E4

AT, 48rkA A Rk 24T,

He will do the same to us. It is a painful process to find our all in Jesus, but it is the only path
to real and enduring joy. As Hebrews 12 tells us, Jesus walked an infinitely more painful path
for the joy set before him.
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Out of compassion for us, because his heart is bound to ours, God will provide some storms
in our life to drive us away from fleeting comforts and hopes. He won’t leave us in the
foolishness of our shallow loves.
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In his mercy he will drive us to more solid and enduring joy...HIM. To learn and grow and
flourish in those seasons we must walk with him every day. The only way to be ready is to
walk with him every day now. I commend to you our 7 rhythms of grace and suggest you
take your next step into the compassionate heart of God. Joy awaits.
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Jonah finishes with an unanswered question. How did it end with Jonah? Did he stay in his
foolishness and condemning self-righteousness, or did he see God and himself differently
from what God brought into his life?
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We can only speculate, but I will anyway. How do we know that Jonah was clueless, self-

righteous, angry, and clueless...or about his ‘I hate God’s grace’ speech...or his prayer inside
the fish?
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Only if he told others. So, what kind of self-righteous, angry, judgemental prophet would tell
Israel how much of a fool he had been? How sinful he was?
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Only someone who had become joyfully secure in the God of compassion. Only someone
who knew he was as sinful as Nineveh but accepted by God. Only someone who has found in
God forgiveness, grace, mercy, abounding love.
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If God’s compassion can change Jonah, it can change anyone.
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