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No Compassion 
Jonah 4:1-11 

(Prepared by John Black) 
  
   When we left Jonah last Sunday he had just been vomited onto dry land per the Lord’s instructions to 
the great fish. It is not stated whether Jonah had time for a shower, but chapter 3 begins with “Now the 
word of the Lord came to Jonah the second time, saying, “Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and preach 
to it the message that I tell you.” This new commission was essentially the same as the one he had 
received in 1:1. However, Jonah chose to obey the command of the Lord the second time and made the 
journey to Nineveh. As he began to enter the city he cried out and said, “Yet forty days and Nineveh shall 
be overthrown!” The people of Nineveh believed God, even their king believed God and proclaimed a fast, 
and that all should put on sackcloth, from the greatest to the least of them. When God saw that they 
turned from their evil ways, He relented from the disaster He said He would bring. 
   Today we see that the people not only heard from God, but the people believed God. As chapter 3 ends 
with the people of Nineveh turning from evil, chapter 4 opens with Jonah immersed in selfish hatred. It 
was fine for God to forgive Israel, but the prophet could not muster similar compassion for Nineveh. 
 
   Schadenfreude?  (shawd-en-froi-da) A compound word joining the words “harm” and “joy.” Basically, 
schadenfreude describes our malicious pleasure over the demise of someone else, especially someone 
we don’t like much. A picture of Jonah could be next to the word “schadenfreude” in the dictionary or 
when googled.  
 
Read Jonah 4:1-4 “Contempt” 
    
   What is the antidote for God’s judgment? Repentance! And what follows repentance is God’s mercy. 
Unless you are Jonah, in which case seeing your arch-rival repent displeases you and makes you furious. 
    
   Why did Jonah not want to preach to the Ninevites? He was afraid the Ninevites would turn to God. 
He reminded the Lord, “That’s why I fled toward Tarshish in the first place.” Jonah may have concluded 
that if he ran away from God then God would be left with no alternative but to judge the Assyrians for their 
evil. Not real wise thinking for a prophet! 
    
   What did Jonah blame God for? Look at the remainder of verse 2, Jonah knows God is gracious and 
compassionate, slow to anger, abounding in love, and one who relents from sending disaster. Because 
Jonah knows God, he is afraid they will receive God’s mercy and not the disaster he thinks belongs to 
them.  
    
   How angry did God’s forgiveness make Jonah? Jonah was so angry that God would forgive his 
enemy that he wanted to die. So, Jonah brought a message of doom to Nineveh, and because they 
heeded his message, he wants doom for himself. He has convinced himself that he would be better off 
dead than living in a world where God forgave Assyrians. It seems that Jonah would have liked to see 
schadenfreude played out for the Assyrians. 
    
   What was God seeking with His question to Jonah? God was not looking for information, but His 
question was a direct challenge to Jonah’s ungodly disposition. The question gave Jonah the opportunity 
to rethink his request for death and the foolishness of such a request. It also gave him the opportunity to 
rethink his attitude toward God’s grace. It would be important for God’s prophet to turn from hatred toward 
a better understanding of mercy. 
Read Jonah 4:5-9 “Anger” 
    
   What was Jonah’s response to God’s question in verse 4? He walked away, didn’t say a thing. 
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   Jonah’s job was done, but what did he do instead of heading home? In hopes of seeing the city 
destroyed, he found a place to make a shelter and sat down to see the destruction. 
   Verse 6 continues to emphasize God’s sovereign control over nature. We already saw the fish 
demonstrate His authority over animals, the plant represented His power over vegetation. 
    
   Why did God give Jonah the plant? Obviously, it was for shade but that was an act of mercy. 
Remember, Jonah still had not answered God’s question in verse 4, he was still ticked off. No other 
prophet ever preached a message of destruction and then built a perch to watch the fireworks. However, 
no other prophet was obsessed with schadenfreude. 
    
   What did Jonah think of the plant?  He was greatly pleased. His delight in the plant was just as strong 
as his anger over God’s mercy toward the Ninevites. 
   The reach of God’s mercy to the undeserving is a theme that continued to elude Jonah even as he 
experienced it.  
    
   The fish was sent to rescue Jonah from drowning so why was the worm sent? The worm was sent 
to rescue Jonah from his self-centered conceit by removing something he held dear. 
    
   Why has Jonah again decided “it’s better for me to die than to live?” He was hot and miserable 
and never seemed able to understand how or why he got into such terrible situations. He voices the same 
“death wish” as he had in verse 3, however, he may have been talking to himself while wallowing in self-
pity, more than asking God to die.  
    
   What was Jonah’s real problem? He was certainly upset that his comfortable, shady front row seat to 
the upcoming disaster had become a blast furnace, but his real problem was that he was upset by God’s 
compassion. 
   When we bring God’s question to our world today, we see that everyone must choose between God and 
Jonah. Intellectually and spiritually, we know Jonah was wrong; but we frequently fail to recognize our 
own ungodly attitudes toward our enemies, our schadenfreude. Beyond God’s justice lies the profound 
mystery of His grace. Hard for Jonah to swallow. 
 
Read Jonah 4:10-11 “Compassion” 
   It seems that God is pointing out that if Jonah is so concerned for a plant, he has no personal 
investment in then shouldn’t God have the right to be concerned with the eternal souls of the folks in 
Nineveh. God created the people in Nineveh, he loved them, and obviously wanted them to repent and he 
expected the same kind of attitude from His prophets, including Jonah. 
    
   What is the purpose of God using the word “perish” when He talks about the demise of the 
plant? We have already seen God use the word perish in chapter 1 concerning the fears of the sailors 
and the king’s hope that God would spare Nineveh in chapter 3. Now in 4:10 God uses “perish” to 
compare the demise of the plant to the Assyrians. Without God’s grace and mercy, those souls would 
perish and be lost just as quickly as Jonah’s vine. 
    
   What was the purpose of God’s final question to Jonah in verse 11? This was a challenge to Jonah 
to consider his own lack of concern over the Assyrians. God was emphasizing His concern and 
compassion toward people who turn to Him, whether Jew or Gentile. I can’t help but think God may have 
been concerned over the schadenfreude attitude of His prophet. 
   
   Every person is challenged to respond properly to God’s final question and to put our response into 
action. If Jonah could take pity on a plant, which is even less important than an animal, it only makes 
sense that God would take pity on human beings, who are made in God’s image. The book of Jonah ends 
on this note of contrast between Jonah’s ungracious heart and the kind heart of the Lord. 


