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Today I want to tell you the fish story of the one that finally got away. I was fishing in Maine 
where Kelley and I were on vacation last week. I was using a lure called a crankbait with two 
treble hooks. I was fishing for smallmouth bass. It was our first day out and everything was 
going great. About a half-hour in, I had already caught one smallmouth. We were paddling our 
canoe, when I hooked another one on the crankbait. It was a little smaller than the fish in the 
picture. I knew it was going to be tricky, because I didn’t have a net to land the fish, and I 
couldn’t grab it by the lip because it had the crankbait in its mouth. So I grabbed it around the 
body. Everything seemed to be fine, until the fish went wild, slipped through my hand and 
drove one of those treble hooks very deeply into my thumb. The hook went through one part of 
my thumb, and the point - not the barb just the point - was sticking out the other side of my 
thumb. 
 
Now I want you to appreciate the complexity of this situation. We’re in a canoe, so Kelley can’t 
come back to me and help me. This treble hook is connected to three things: (1) my thumb, (2) 
the fish, which keeps thrashing, and (3) the fishing line which pulls the lure every time I move. 
The fish is in my right hand, the hook is in my left hand and every time I try to reach for my 
pliers, which are on the left side of my belt, the line pulls the hook. Get the picture? I didn’t 
know what to do! We had a five minute stalemate in which Kelley asked 4,000 times what she 
could do to help, and I kept saying “I don’t know!” Finally, I remembered where Kelley could 
reach a pair of nail clippers. So while I leaned forward, she leaned back and cut the line. I was 
free of the line. Then I reached around my body with the fish and got the pliers, which I used to 
cut the hook off of the lure. Now, I was only connected to the treble hook, which I tried several 
times to push all the way through my thumb, so I could mash the barb down and pull it out. I 
could not do it! Finally, I cut the rest of the hook away, so there was just a straight piece of 
wire.  I grabbed the very tip of the hook with the pliers. I looked at Kelley and said “Tell me you 
love me.” I yanked it through my thumb, and I was free. I’ve always told Kelley “I want to catch 
a fish as big as me” and, on Tuesday of last week, I did it. I caught myself! But in the end, I was 
the one that got away. Today we are going to finish our study of Jonah, and we’re going to talk 
about the prophet who got away. 
 
When God saw what the Ninevites did and how they turned from their evil ways, he had 
compassion and did not bring upon them the destruction he had threatened.  
But Jonah was greatly displeased and became angry. He prayed to the LORD, “O LORD, is this 
not what I said when I was still at home? That is why I was so quick to flee to Tarshish. I knew 
that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God 
who relents from sending calamity. Now, O LORD, take away my life, for it is better for me to die 
than to live.”  
But the LORD replied, “Have you any right to be angry?”  



Jonah went 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. Then the LORD God provided a vine 
and made it grow up over Jonah to give shade for his head to ease his discomfort, and Jonah 
was very happy about the vine. But at dawn the next day God provided a worm, which chewed 
the vine so that it withered. 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 would be better for 
me to die than to live.”  
But God said to Jonah, “Do you have a right to be angry about the vine?”  
“I do,” he said. “I am angry enough to die.”  
 But the LORD said, “You have been concerned about this vine, though you did not tend it or 
make it grow. It sprang up overnight and died overnight. But Nineveh has more than a hundred 
and twenty thousand people who cannot tell their right hand from their left, and many cattle as 
well. Should I not be concerned about that great city?” 
- Jonah 3:10-4:11 
 
This is Fatima. She’s from the Middle-eastern family that moved onto your street five months 
ago. Fatima immigrated from Iran. If you ask her where she’s from, she won’t say that. 
Relations are strained between our countries right now, so she’ll just say she’s Persian and 
change the subject. Fatima loves her three boys who you’ve noticed are wonderful, respectful 
kids. She loves her husband, Kalid, although he’s rarely at home, because he works so many 
hours to help his family get established. 
 
At first, Fatima may seem almost unfriendly. She probably responds to your enthusiastic waves 
with just a slight nod of her head. But if you speak to her, you’ll find out that she’s actually a lot 
nicer than it seems. It’s just that she’s not sure you really want to be her friend.  Trust is a big 
issue when you’re settling into a new country. 
 
Once Fatima trusts you, she would do almost anything for you! Next week, you’re going to have 
some friends over and try to cook Middle-Eastern food for the first time. If you were to ask 
Fatima for advice, she wouldn’t just tell you what to do. She would fix more food than you 
could possibly eat and bring it over! She’s very generous to her friends. 
 
Religiously, Fatima is Muslim-ish. She’s from a Muslim family. She goes to Mosque at Ramadan, 
and she covers her head when she’s in public. Fatima has real questions about what God is like. 
Is he really as harsh and demanding as the Quran suggests? She’s not sure. She once heard 
someone say “Jesus died for you,” but she has no idea what that means. She’d like to ask 
someone, but she’s not about to start a religious conversation. 
 
God cares a lot for Fatima. He’s watched over her as she struggled to move her family to 
America. He’s given her the breaks she needed to make that happen. He sees Fatima try to 
make sense of this fallen world. He sees her wonder what he’s really like, and God’s heart goes 
out to her. 
 



This is Rachel. Rachel lives diagonal to you in the white colonial with the gray roof. Rachel has a 
pretty “together” life. She’s got a good job, two kids, a dog and a great husband. She’s a loyal 
Virginia Tech fan. She has a pristine lawn. She’s a great neighbor. Religiously, Rachel is 
uncommitted. She was raised in the church, but her college education caused her to have some 
real questions about God. In addition to that, she got pregnant while she was a teen-ager, and 
she felt like everyone in the church judged her hard. She can’t understand why Christians seem 
to care more about rules than people. So Rachel would call herself an Agnostic. But she does 
have questions. She wonders if her kids should experience some church just so they know what 
it’s like. Her Mom is really sick, so she’s been wondering what really happens after a person 
dies. There are times when she’s wondered if prayer would help. She’s thought about asking 
you, but she’s afraid she’ll get a religious lecture if she does. God really cares about Rachel. He 
knows what she was taught at college. He sees the unkindness she has been exposed to, and 
God knows that He is a mystery to her, But He put her next to you so that you could be a light. 
God cares about Rachel. 
 
This is Tinoonga. In addition to not knowing how to say his name, you’ve never met him, 
because he lives on the other side of the world in a town called Kwekwe. Compared to your 
standards, life is hard for Tinoonga. His wife cooks him corn-meal porridge twice a day, and she 
puts dried fish or vegetables in it for dinner. He doesn’t have a car or a bicycle, so he walks 
most places. But he’s not an unhappy guy. Tinoonga is very religious. He believes that 
everything that happens in his life is caused by spiritual forces. He lives in great fear of these 
forces. He is careful to welcome the spirits of dead relatives back to his village, so they don’t 
cause sickness. He is careful to pour beer on the ground as an offering to the ancestors, so they 
will have good rain every year. God cares a lot about Tinoonga. God sees his poverty and his 
fear of the spiritual world. God has spared him from contracting HIV. God has given the church 
the mission of telling Tinoonga that he doesn’t have to live in fear that Jesus died and rose 
again to set him free from the power of these evil spirits. God cares deeply about Fatima and 
Rachel and Tinoonga. 
 
Today we are continuing in our study of the book of Jonah called “Bigger.” We’ve learned a lot 
in this series. As we’ve gone through the book of Jonah, we’ve learned that God is bigger. 
We’ve learned that God’s love and his purposes and his understanding are bigger than Jonah, 
bigger than Jonah’s people, and bigger even than Jonah’s sin. 
 
Now today we are going to finish the story of Jonah! As we finish it, God is going to give Jonah 
an object lesson to show Jonah how big his love for all people is and why he’s right to have that 
love. As we look at that object lesson, we’ll see three things. We will look at: 
   1. The story and see the actual object lesson God gives. 
   2. How God feels about people that are not his people. 
   3. How God feels about people that are. 
 
Today my prayer is simple: I want us to begin to feel about people the way God feels about 
them. 
 



The first thing we’re going to look at this morning is the object lesson that God gives Jonah at 
the end of the book. Most people think that the book of Jonah ends when Jonah preaches and 
the Ninevites repent, but it doesn’t. It ends with this object lesson. So my first point this 
morning is this: 
 
God gives Jonah an object lesson to show that he was right to have mercy on Nineveh. 
 
Let’s walk through this story. It’s important that we do this, so that we understand the point of 
the object lesson. Because at first, it’s tough to tell what this business with the plant and the 
worm is about. Is it about God’s sovereignty, or Jonah’s hypocrisy, or what? I think if we look at 
the passage, we’ll see that the object lesson is about God’s right to have mercy on Nineveh. So 
let’s just walk through it. 
 
Now as we start our passage, Jonah is really angry. In the first three chapters of Jonah, Jonah 
has fled, he has prayed, he has preached, the Ninevites have repented, God has said he would 
spare them, and it seems like the story of Jonah is over. But it’s not. Jonah gets hopping mad. 
The Hebrew says “It burned to him.” The reason he gets mad is because the Ninevites are his 
enemy, and he doesn’t want God to have mercy on them. He wants them to go up in smoke! So 
he gets really upset and he says: 
 
“Now O Lord, take away my life for it is better for me to die than to live.” 
- Jonah 4:3 
 
Then God asks Jonah a very simple, very important question:  
 
“Have you any right to be angry?”  
- Jonah 4:4 
 
Let’s pick it up there look at how Jonah responds: 
 
Jonah went 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. 
- Jonah 4:5 
 
Notice Jonah doesn’t say a word, doesn’t even answer God’s question. He just goes outside 
Nineveh and builds a shelter and waits to see what’s going to happen to the city. Now why does 
he do that? Didn’t God just tell him what would happen to the city? Jonah is doing this because 
he’s given God an ultimatum. In effect, Jonah is saying “If you’re going to have mercy on them, 
take away my life! It’s either them or it’s me. (Fish or cut bait, God!) Now I’m one of your 
chosen people. I’m a prophet. I worship you in the right way, and they’re just a miserable bunch 
of pagans. But, hey, just take your pick. You can’t have it both ways. Either kill them or kill me. 
Just in case you choose to kill them, I’m just going to build myself a little cabana here so I can 
watch the fireworks, OK?” 
 



Notice how God responds. He gives Jonah an object lesson: 
 
Then the LORD God provided a vine and made it grow up over Jonah to give shade for his head 
to ease his discomfort, and Jonah was very happy about the vine. 
- Jonah 4:6 
 
God responds by providing this miraculous vine that springs up overnight! We don’t know what 
kind it was, but whatever it was, it miraculously grows and puts this nice cool shade over Jonah. 
It covers the holes in his shelter. It cools the whole thing down. It gives this peaceful green 
ambience. 
 
At this point, two things probably happen in Jonah’s mind. First, he’s probably thinking “Looks 
to me like God made his choice.” Not only has he not destroyed me, but he has provided this 
lovely plant to keep me comfortable. Now maybe if I snap my fingers, he’ll bring me one of 
those drinks with a little umbrella in it, and I’ll be set. Jonah’s got to be thinking “This is a little 
more like it.” 
 
Secondly, Jonah begins to develop affection for the plant. It says “Jonah was very happy about 
the vine.” He’s gone from “ready to die” to “very happy,” and it’s all because of the vine. So 
Jonah is loving some vine. He is setting his affection on the plant, and it seems like he’s won. All 
seems right with the world. But God isn’t finished with the object lesson yet. Look at:  
 
But at dawn the next day God provided a worm, which chewed the vine so that it withered. 
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 would be better for me to die than to live.”  
- Jonah 4:7-8 
 
Notice what God does here. Now that the vine has Jonah’s attention, now that he has set his 
affection on it, God does to the vine what Jonah wants him to do to Nineveh. He destroys it. He 
sends a worm to chew it, so that it starts to wither. Then to make absolutely sure that Jonah 
notices the vine’s destruction, He sends a hot wind and lets the sun burn down on him. So soon 
Jonah is roasting in the sun, and he’s about to pass out. He makes this statement at the end of 
verse 8: “It would be better for me to die than to live.” 
 
Question: Does that sound familiar? That’s a word for word quote of what Jonah said in verse 3. 
Notice we’re right back where we started. It reminds me of the whole thing with the fish. God 
calls Jonah. He runs. God catches him and pukes him up on the beach and says “Let’s try this 
again.” Now God does the same thing with the question. Jonah gets mad and says he’s ready to 
die. God asks if he has any right to be angry. Jonah won’t answer him, so God puts him in time 
out, cools him down, fries him and then He says “Are we ready to talk yet?” We’re right back 
where we started! So that’s where we’re at again Look at: 
 
But God said to Jonah, “Do you have a right to be angry about the vine?”“I do,” he said. “I am 
angry enough to die.”  



- Jonah 4:9 
 
God repeats the question, but this time He pulls the vine into the matter because He’s using it 
as an object lesson. He asks Jonah not just if he has a right to be angry, but if he has a right to 
be angry about the vine. Jonah says “I do. I am angry enough to die!” How could you do this? 
How could you destroy my vine? It wasn’t doing anything to you! It was just sitting there 
shading me from the heat, minding its own business, and making me comfortable. What did 
this vine ever do to you God? But it mattered to me. I was invested in this vine. It was my 
favorite vine ever. In fact if this is the kind of world you run where you could just kill a perfectly 
innocent vine like that, I don’t want to be part of it. Just kill me. Now that God has gotten 
Jonah’s attention, He applies the object lesson look at: 
 
But the LORD said, “You have been concerned about this vine, though you did not tend it or 
make it grow. It sprang up overnight and died overnight. But Nineveh has more than a hundred 
and twenty thousand people who cannot tell their right hand from their left, and many cattle as 
well. Should I not be concerned about that great city?” 
- Jonah 4:10-11 
 
God says “You are concerned about this vine.” You have noticed it. You have set your affection 
on it. Mind you, there are 1,000 vines in this region of the middle east that are being gnawed by 
worms even as we speak, and they are wilting and shriveling too, but you don’t find that unjust. 
You aren’t outraged by that, just this one, because you happened to notice it even though you 
didn’t create it or provide for it or protect it. Meanwhile, I have this city of Nineveh. It has 
120,000 people, people that I have created and provided for and protected. And yes, they are 
pagans. They are sinful, and idolatrous, and violent, but they don’t know their right hand from 
their left. These people do not know right from wrong. Shouldn’t I be as concerned about them 
as you are about this vine? 
 
So God ends the book of Jonah with this object lesson to show Jonah that He was right to have 
shown mercy to Nineveh. Just like Jonah had concern for a plant that he noticed even though 
he didn’t create or sustain it, God had compassion on Nineveh, which he did create and sustain. 
He was right to do that. 
 
So that’s the basic message of this passage. God gives Jonah an object lesson to show that He is 
right to have mercy on Nineveh. Now let me draw two very basic applications from this passage 
and really from what we’ve seen in the whole book of Jonah.  
 
God cares about people who are not his people. 
 
We’ve said this before, but we all need to get this whether you’ve been a Christian for seven 
months or 70 years. Kids, parents, we all need to understand how God feels about people that 
are not his people. He loves them. He cares about them. He sent his Son to die for them. God 
cares about those that don’t know Him. It’s a simple truth, but it needs to be stated. God cares 
about those that don’t know him. 



 
We see this throughout the book of Jonah. Jonah seems to think that God only cares about 
Israel, but throughout the book God reaches out to Gentiles. When Jonah is at sea in chapter 1, 
we see God raise a big storm. He uses even Jonah’s disobedience to call these pagan sailors to 
himself. They worship God and pay vows to him. When it comes to the Ninevites, we see God 
use a decline in power and things like eclipses and even an unwilling prophet to reach them and 
call the Ninevites to himself. God cares about those that don’t know him. 
 
Some of you may say “I have a brother or sister a son or daughter who won’t acknowledge God. 
Does He love them?” He does. Think of the care Jonah had for that plant. Think how much 
greater care you have for your plants and your pets and your sons and daughters and realize 
that’s not the way God feels about these people. He loves them more! He has created them. He 
has invested in them. Just like you, He has walked through the moments of their lives with 
them, and He has placed you there to be in their lives as a sign of His love for them. 
 
He loves people that are not His people. God loves your non-Christian neighbor. God loves the 
guy whose skin is not like yours. God loves the woman in the burka. He loves Fatima, and 
Rachel, and Tinoonga. God loves people that are not his people. Because God loves them, we 
can love them too, and we have to! It’s OK to be delighted by the good things about them. It’s 
OK to see them shine. It’s OK to hurt with them. It’s OK to love them and be friends with them. 
This is all OK whether they come to Jesus or not. I hope your love for them leads you to an 
opportunity to share your faith with them, but even if it doesn’t, it’s OK to love them. You don’t 
have to fix everything about them! Start by just loving them! 
 
I had an experience that really impacted me when Kelley and I first returned from Zimbabwe. 
We were fresh off the plane, and I was in a Sunday school class in the church we were in at the 
time. The teacher was using a case study in his lesson. It was a real-life situation of a co-worker 
whose marriage was falling apart. The man and his wife were separated, and he was in 
significant pain. The teacher asked “How should you respond to that situation as a Christian?” 
 
The answers surprised me. People said things like “Use the conflict to show the man how sinful 
he is” or “Tell him he can’t have real love in his marriage if he’s not a Christian” or “Use the 
marital pain to bring him to Christ.” I think there was some truth to what was said, but from 
where I sat just getting off the plane, there was no compassion. I thought “Is this how we come 
off to the world around us? No wonder they don’t want what we have to offer.” We need to 
love people that don’t know God.  
 
God cares about people who don’t know him, and we can care about them too. God cares 
about those that are wicked. It really is true as a people, the Assyrians (the nation Nineveh was 
in) weren’t just Gentile, or even outside of God they were actively wicked. We’ve talked about 
their ferocity and their idolatry. They truly were unspeakably cruel. I really do look at them and 
think “If I had to choose one group of people to annihilate, this would probably be it.” The 
human sacrifice, the humiliation they imposed on people, the untold suffering they’ve caused,  
the fact that they wiped out the Northern Kingdom of Israel and it basically never recovered, 



when I think about all this, honestly, I don’t have much use for Assyria. I have very little pity for 
them. 
 
So it makes it that much more shocking that God would go after them, rescue them and 
describe them the way he does in this passage. But that’s the God we serve. Don’t we see the 
same thing with Jesus? He actively pursues the wicked to the complete dismay of the religious 
establishment. He goes after cheating tax collectors and prostitutes and demon-possessed 
people, and women who go from one live-in relationship to another and thieves hanging on 
crosses. God cares about those that are wicked. 
 
Listen, some of you have people in your life and, if you were honest, you would have to say 
they are wicked people. I doubt if they live like Assyrians, but they are constantly mistreating 
people, constantly in trouble with the Law or some kind of authority. They cause a lot of misery 
in their lives. Let me assure you: God loves them. If he loves the Assyrians, he loves the 
prodigals in your life. Guys, God cares about the wicked. 
 
God cares about people more than stuff. God gives Jonah this object lesson in chapter 4 to 
paint Jonah a picture of Jonah’s priorities, and the picture isn’t very pretty. Jonah faces this 
situation, and by the time he’s done, he is literally outraged and ready to die about the 
destruction of a plant, while he’s built himself a box-seat to see 120,000 people burn to death. 
 
In some ways, this is the crux of the book. Jonah is more concerned about this little plant, this 
little thing, this little object that gave him momentary comfort than he is about a whole city of 
people that are ready to repent. God is saying “Jonah, your priorities are backwards. Your 
values are out of line.” 
 
We’re prone to this, aren’t we? We sink our efforts, our attention, our hope into the things of 
this world. Things that are nice things that are pretty things that aren’t necessarily evil in 
themselves, but things that are temporary. Our priorities can get so out of whack! As I was 
thinking about this, I was reminded of a man that I knew whose name was Bob from the first 
church Kelley and I served in. Bob was one of these grumpy old men who served around the 
church a lot. I remember two things about Bob: First, I remember that Bob was a racist. He did 
not want Kelley and I to go to Africa. He did not think that the people of Zimbabwe had very 
much value to God. He literally would not shake my hand when I returned. I won’t tell you what 
he said, because there are children here today, but it was terrible! So I remember he had no 
compassion for the people of Zimbabwe. Second, I remember watching Bob cry like a baby 
when his dog died. Guys, that’s sinful. It’s backwards. It’s Jonah thinking, not Jesus thinking. We 
dare not have it in the church. Sometimes things, and plants, and pets, are easier to love than 
people, but people are more important. God cares about people more than stuff. 
 
So God cares about people who are not his people (people that don’t know him people that are 
wicked people more than stuff). Now the last thing I want to say today is this: 
 
God cares about broken people who are his people. 



 
As we read this book, Jonah has done wrong. He directly disobeys God when God tells him to go 
to Nineveh. He goes the opposite way. He is self-absorbed in his prayer. When he preaches, he 
doesn’t do his job well. When God has mercy, Jonah has the gall to criticize him for it. He tries 
to manipulate God with an ultimatum. In the end of this story, Jonah doesn’t repent! In this fish 
story, Jonah is actually the one that got away. He catches the Ninevites for God, but he can’t 
catch himself. In the end, he’s unrepentant. 
 
Here’s the thing: God still loves Jonah. When he flees, God catches him, puts him in time-out, 
and says “Let’s try again.” When he cries out for deliverance, God answers. When he preaches, 
God protects him and causes people to listen to him. When he argues with God and dares God 
to kill him, God just cools him down and gives him an object lesson. 
 
God doesn’t just love Nineveh. He loves Jonah. In the end, maybe God did get through. 
Somebody had to tell this story for it to make its way into the Bible. Maybe God got through, 
but Jonah is a broken guy. 
 
To tell you the truth, Jonah sounds a lot like someone else, and that someone is John Maiden 
(just kidding). That someone is me! Like Jonah, I can be disobedient and self-absorbed and 
angry. Oh man, can I be angry, always duking it out with God. Like Jonah, I always seem to be 
one step behind in the discipleship process. I never quite seem to get it. I feel like Jonah a lot. 
Do you ever feel that way? 
 
But you know what I’ve come to realize? God loves me. He really loves me. I’m in good 
company. God loves broken people that are his people. God loved Jacob when he was tricky. 
God loved Moses when he was angry. He loved David when he was adulterous. God loved the 
Disciples when they were faithless., and God loved Paul when he was a persecutor. God loves 
broken people who are his people. 
 
So let me tell you something. Go ahead and run. God will catch you. Or fight, if that’s your 
thing. You’re not going to get away from God. He loves you too much. 
 
The message of Jonah is simple: God loves Jonah. He loves him enough to run him down when 
he flees, calm him down when he’s mad, and call him back to himself. God is asking us to take 
that love that he has for us, receive it for ourselves and give it to others who are not yet his 
people. Because God loves people, He cares about broken people that are his people. He cares 
about people who are not his people. 
 
This is Fatima. She’s the Middle-Eastern lady that lives down the street from you. God really 
cares about her. Do you? 


