“Is It Right For You To Be Angry?”
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To bring us up to speed on the story: Jonah was a man of God, a prophet in Israel. God told Jonah to go to the capital of a foreign nation, Nineveh, to proclaim to them their wicked ways. Jonah did not want to go. He tried to escape: he went the other way, he got out to sea, and went below deck. God was not fooled. A storm, some sailors, and a large fish all contributed to delivering Jonah back to shore where God told Jonah, again, to go to Nineveh. 

In the last couple of weeks the attention of the narrator and the story have been on the people and leadership of Nineveh. When Jonah arrived, he obediently proclaimed God’s message; and they believed. They repented of their ways, they pled before God for mercy. At the end of last week we read, “When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil ways, God changed his mind about the calamity that he had said he would bring upon them; and he did not do it. That brings us to today.

Read Jonah 4:1-4
God’s question to Jonah cut right to the heart of the matter. “What right do you have to be angry?” If you have been following along in the story, you know that this is quite the rebuke and come-uppance for Jonah. 

1. What right do we have to be angry when God shows mercy to others?

Perhaps I should not admit this to you, but I totally understand Jonah. I can feel what it is like to be in his shoes. I hear his frustration. He did not want to go to Nineveh, tried to get out of going to Nineveh, because he did not want God to show mercy to his enemies. They were bad people. They did bad things. They were not his friends and they were not friendly towards Israel. God’s justice should require God punish them. Smite them. Wipe them out. Instead, God insisted – somewhat persuasively – Jonah go and proclaim judgment upon them in time for them to repent and avoid disaster. Jonah was the instrument God used to accomplish the very purpose Jonah hoped would be avoided.

What could Jonah have said in response? Yes, I have a right to be angry? 
I tried to put myself into Jonah’s shoes to come up with a response justifying my anger. Before I go into how I might have responded, I want to do a little congregational survey: has anyone here NOT had the experience of being jealous when good things happen to someone else? Has anyone here NOT felt like Jonah when things did not go your way – perhaps not all the way to demanding that God let you die – but can you empathize with what Jonah was expressing? Granted, he is not portrayed in a very heroic, noble, or even positive light – yet can any of us claim to be immune from the things to which he gives voice? If so, I will ask you to ride along with the rest of us as I go through some of these responses. The sad part about this is that every response I tried to imagine Jonah making is a response I have said or felt in my heart at some point or another.

“Jonah, is it right for you to be angry?” Here’s how I might approach responding if I were in Jonah’s shoes.
a. It’s not fair.

“It’s not fair,” is my favorite, first, and often go-to argument with God. “Is it right for you to be angry?” “Yes, because it is not fair.” It is not fair that you do something good for them when you are not doing as good a thing for me. 

I do not often verbalize it because I know it is a non-starter, but in my heart I start there anyway. It is the petulant cry of a child who has not gotten his own way. How quickly we get jealous when we see God’s hand at work in the midst of someone else’s life and we forget how we have seen God move in our own. 

Jonah is such a good illustration of a church person – both member and minister. He is jealous for God’s blessing; he wanted to be blessed and felt cheated because he saw someone else being blessed with God’s mercy. It is like I want to be the most special kid in the class. I work hard to earn that special status, even though it is a gift, so I deserve to have all the attention and blessing I crave.

For me, “it’s not fair” is a reaction I get all the time. When I meet new people and tell them I am a minister, they often want to tell me all the cool things that are happening in the congregations they attend. Two of the very well-known and well-attended congregations in our community are Eastlake Community and The Rock out on Pt. Loma. I cannot begin to tell you the number of people who – unsolicited – want to share with me how great those ministries are. I know they are. I really work at being gracious and affirming; but you know and I admit that inside I am burning just a little bit, “That’s not fair, God. I am trying to be just as faithful here; why can’t you do some of those big things here? Why can’t we have an auditorium that size and why can’t we struggle with parking problems?” 
Really? What is that all about?

Did Jonah forget being delivered from certain death through the miraculous provision of the great fish? No, I do not think that is the case. The problem is not that he forgot; the problem is it was in the past. Not the distant past, but it was in the past nonetheless. It was consistent with God’s character to save him; but now, having been saved, Jonah wanted to put a boundary around God’s character.

It is like the stock market: once an event has taken place, it is absorbed into the equation and traders focus exclusively on what is next.

Do I forget the miracles that have taken place here? Has God not been faithful here? Have we not also been the recipients of God’s grace and compassion? As I have mentioned a couple of times recently, the session has adopted the custom of spending a few minutes at the beginning of each meeting remembering and reflecting on the ways we have seen God move and bless us since the prior meeting. The variety of things we can share – about which we can testify – is remarkable. Think about it here: over the last several months, we have had new members, profession of faith baptisms, we have had testimonies and stories about God’s long-standing faithfulness through times of trial. We have heard the testimonies of our graduates, sharing both how they have been blessed by the prayers and care of this congregation and the dreams God has given them for their futures. 
Did I forget those blessings? No, the problem is not that I forgot; rather, the problem is that they have already happened. God, what have you done for us lately – and, by lately, I mean, what are you doing now? I demand that God do more, now, and constantly or else I feel slighted. The problem lies with me, not with God.

So, “It’s not fair that you bless them with mercy because you have not blessed me as much;” well, it just is not going to be a persuasive response to God’s question, “Is it right that you are angry?” 

b. It’s not right.

“Is it right that you are angry?” “Yes, because it’s not right.” If Jonah (or you or I) cannot be right in expressing our sense of being cheated by someone else receiving grace, perhaps we can get God by appealing to his job description. If God is true to his character, then he must remember his promises to be a blessing to the descendants of Abraham. Thus, Jonah could have responded, “God, you cannot be for them if you are for me. You have to choose, them or me. Besides, you get jealous if I follow or worship any other god.” 


There are two arguments in that: one, you cannot be both for them and for me; and two, the reason why you cannot be for both them and for me is because I am jealous – just like you are God.

Pretty slick, eh, trying to turn God’s character against him?

I have walked down this path with God, too. It is a tough case to make. Last week, I mentioned how it says in Proverbs, “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom.” It is really wise to remember that we and God are not on an equal footing. We are not God and God is not limited as humans are. Just because we see others as enemies does not mean that God sees them that way. 

Isaiah 55:6-9 is particularly instructive here:


  Seek the LORD while he may be found, 



call upon him while he is near; 


let the wicked forsake their way, 



and the unrighteous their thoughts; 


let them return to the LORD, that he may have mercy on them, 



and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon. 


For my thoughts are not your thoughts, 



nor are your ways my ways, says the LORD.

For as the heavens are higher than the earth, 



so are my ways higher than your ways 



and my thoughts than your thoughts.
In other words, we are fooling ourselves to think that God is like human beings. God knows his job description a whole lot better than we do. God does not submit to an annual review of his job performance by humans – not that we do not try to get him to do so. In Job – another Old Testament book with a cantankerous protagonist – Job makes this interesting series of observations:

How can a mortal be just before God? If one wished to contend with him, one could not answer him once in a thousand. He is wise in hearty, and mighty in strength – who has resisted him, and succeeded?



*


*


*


*

How then can I answer him, choosing my words with him? Though I am innocent, I cannot answer him; I must appeal for mercy to my accuser. …If it is a contest of strength, he is the strong one! If it is a matter of justice, who can summon him? 



*


*


*


*

For he is not mortal, as I am, that I might answer him, that we should come to trial together. There is no umpire between us, who might lay his hand on us both.  (Job 9: 2-4, 19, 32-33)

Job recognized the fundamental difference between the Almighty God and himself, a mortal. Even so, at the end of Job, God spoke to him out of the whirlwind. If you read God’s speeches, you know he did not answer Job’s complaints. Instead, he reminded Job of his sovereignty and power over all of creation. He humbled Job with questions of, “Where were you when I…” laid the foundations of the earth, created all the animals, etc. Then, God posed this rhetorical question that is very similar to the question posed to Jonah, “Will you even put me in the wrong? Will you condemn me that you may be justified?” (Job 40:7-8). 

If the answer was yes, and if God failed in his job; well, we would be doomed. It would mean God is not all-powerful, his word is not true, and he is not able to save us. If God were subject to human direction, we would have no hope and would be powerless.

So, “yes, I am angry because you are not acting like God,” really means, “I am angry because you are not acting like the god I want you to be.” That is not going to be a persuasive argument.

How about the “jealous lover” angle? If Jonah had to be faithful and exclusive to God, why does God not have to be faithful and exclusive to Israel and Jonah? 

Again, here is the question of differing authorities: God is God and we are human. In a limited way, we can see this in family settings: as a father, I have authority over my three girls (in theory). Having mercy on one does not mean I love the others less. Blessing one does not mean I have less to bless the others. I love them all and they are all very different. Yet I expect them to understand and obey my authority as their father. Children get jealous of attention given to others – for example, did everyone get exactly the same love on Christmas morning? – but that does not inhibit a parent from fully loving each one. 

The same is not true for children. Children cannot exercise the same kind of freedom in relationships with adults. Can you imagine the hurt as a parent if your seven or eight year old child left you to live with some other adult because the child preferred the other adult’s company? 

This was the problem with the Pharisees and scribes during Jesus’ time. Within the context of the family illustration, they were children complaining to Jesus about how he was treating the other children. He was not acting according to their understanding of how things were supposed to be; he was not playing by the rules they had established for being children. 

So it is with God. The “jealous lover” angle is not going to fly as a persuasive response to God’s “Is it right for you to be angry?”

c. It’s not cool. 

If my need (“it’s not fair”) and God’s job description are not sufficient responses to justify Jonah’s anger, the only thing left is peer pressure. “It’s not cool.”

“Jonah, is it right for you to be angry?” “Yes, God, it is, because everyone cool is going to think badly of you for letting Nineveh off.” The people of Israel – the “in” crowd – will not like it. They will think you, God, are weak-willed and that you are not committed to justice because you are unwilling to exercise judgment.

Aside from the obvious problem of God’s not really being subject to human peer pressure, this presumes a license to do wrong and expect mercy for us while demanding blood justice for others. 

God is God of all nations, not just Israel. God is God of all people, sovereign over all of creation, not just the people I like and the people I want him to love. The grace and mercy God shows to Nineveh and to others we do not like is a manifestation of his glorious character; it is not a weakness. It is an expression of his compassion and the depth of his desire for our good, it is not a weakness of purpose or will. 

God is committed to justice. Jesus Christ is the once-for-all “expiation” for our sin; that is, Jesus endured in his body on the cross the judgment for all who receive him by grace as Lord and Savior. Jesus’ obedience may have looked weak to those who were by-standers, but it was the expression of God’s incredible strength that he paid the price for all sin and fulfilled the term of the covenant. 

Ultimately, Jonah is left with, “I do not like it because I do not like them.” How hollow is that? To Jonah’s credit, he did not pretend in order to appease God. He laid himself out there in all his tantrum. 

2. God is merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love. 

Thus, the answer to God’s rhetorical question is, “No, it is not right for Jonah to be angry.” You know it, I know it, and Jonah knew it, too. Frankly, Jonah knew it before God asked. We know Jonah knew because Jonah said it, “I knew you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing.”  

Jonah was correct. And that is the issue: how do we deal with a God who is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, ready to relent from punishing. The issue is not whether God should be that way, the issue is how do we deal with the God who has revealed that he is that way.

God is going to be that way even though it displeases us, even though it displeases me. God is God of all creation, all nations, and all people. This means that we need to expect to see God’s hand at work showing mercy to those who are outside the church. It means that we need to expect God’s hand to be at work among those who cause us to be anxious, to be nervous, or uncomfortable. God loves people who are different than we are. God loves people who do not necessarily love us; God loves people we do not like. 

And, perhaps the best news of all revealed in our verses this morning, God loved Jonah. God loved Jonah even though he rebelled, he ran, he ranted, and he railed against God. God loved Jonah even when Jonah was not very loveable; and so it is that God loves you and me even when we are not very loveable. Jonah missed out on the joy of God’s love because he was so busy being angry with God’s mercy; instead, he could have rejoiced in the marvel of God’s magnificent blessing. 

As you go forward from this place this morning, go with an appreciation of the fullness of the goodness of the mercy of God. Great is his faithfulness, his mercies are new every morning. 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

8:30 Prayer and invitation to offering; 10:00 invitation to offering.
PAGE  
1

