“The Shade Bush”

Jonah 4:5-11

August 21, 2011

Read Jonah 4:5-11

As we come to the conclusion of our sermon series on Jonah, we have this strange object-lesson episode. 

Once again, the main character Jonah is angry and frustrated with God because things did not go his way. Once again, God showed Jonah mercy. The narrator cast God as a parent showing patience to a child who was just plain not getting it. Chapter 4 is all about God’s concern for his creation; Jonah’s role was to demonstrate just how deeply concerned is God.


Review the story

Without going through the whole story again, let me bring everyone up to speed. Jonah was a prophet in Israel. He was known for his nationalistic pride and zeal. The only place outside of this book his name appears is in 2 Kings 14:25, where  it says, “[Jeroboam] restored the border of Israel from Lebo-hamath as far as the Sea of Arabah, according to the word of the LORD, the God of Israel, which he spoke by his servant Jonah son of Amittai, the prophet, who was from Gath-hepher.”

God told the prophet Jonah to go to Nineveh, the capital of a hostile foreign nation, to proclaim to them their wicked deeds. Jonah did not want to go, tried to escape, only to be brought back to square one through God’s hand via a storm, sailors, and a fish in the sea. Jonah was told a second time to go to Nineveh. This time he went. He proclaimed God’s message, the people and the leaders repented, and God relented from the calamity that had been prepared for their destruction. 

Jonah was irked. Jonah complained to God in prayer that he had not wanted to go to Nineveh precisely because he knew God was “gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing.” And then, as if to really make his point, Jonah said, “And now, O LORD, please take my life from me, for it is better for me to die than to live.” 

Jonah is such a great study because he is so familiar – even though he lived a couple thousand years ago. He could fit into our culture today without batting an eye. Listen again to his comment, hear the personal pronouns, “And now, O LORD, please take my life from me, for it is better for me to die than to live.” His focus was himself. Having seen the miracle of repentance in Nineveh, Jonah was still more concerned about how it impacted what he wanted. Jonah is representative of all of us who stand firmly in the center of our own spiritual world, “Truth is what is good for me.” Jonah demanded God do what Jonah thought best; “not Thy will, but mine.”

Anyway, God did not take Jonah’s life. Instead, God asked Jonah rhetorically, “Is it right for you to be angry?” Jonah did not answer, but it was obvious that the answer was, “No, it is not right for Jonah to be angry.” It was God’s wake-up call to Jonah. That is where we left off last week.


Jonah’s persistent petulance is an object lesson for the listeners.

Though he gave no answer and though it seems obvious that he knew the answer, apparently Jonah was still angry anyway. After proclaiming the message and seeing the people repent, he left the city and went out to a distance to watch to see what would happen. After his active obedience, Jonah took on the role of passive critic. He went out of the city and sat down. He made a booth for himself and sat under its shade, waiting for God to do something. He might have shared in rejoicing in God’s mercy, stayed with the people of Nineveh and helped them grow in their understanding of God’s justice and righteousness; but that was not Jonah’s heart. Instead, he left. He went a safe distance and watched.
To imagine the scene, picture being in the area outside of Palm Springs or Palm Desert during late September or early October. It is dry, dry, dry. It is hot. Jonah built a shelter out of scrub brush to help provide some measure of cover during the heat of the day; though in reality, it was woefully insufficient. The roof was probably small branches that would only block a little bit of the direct sun. The narrator did not supply the details, but some things are not tough to figure out. Jonah was waiting in the heat, hoping that God would change his mind again. Jonah hoped that God would vent his righteous anger against the not-deserving Ninevites. 

So, there was Jonah, minding his own business, waiting for God to get his God-thing right. As a measure of grace, God appointed a bush. Much like the large fish that swallowed Jonah, we do not know specifically what kind of bush God appointed. It was not important to the narrator. Again, the point was that the God of all creation was capable of establishing a bush miraculously, not to provide a biology lesson of the mechanics of a particular kind of plant. Jonah, says scripture, “was very happy about the bush.” You can just see it, can’t you? The shade was substantially cooler than the direct sun, and the relief would have been tremendous. “Ahhhh….,” kind of like the Nestea Plunge.
Jonah’s self-centered focus continued. He was happy about his present circumstances even while not being happy with God’s handling of the judgment of Nineveh. 

Then, the next morning, God appointed a worm that attacked the bush and it withered and died. When the sun rose, God appointed a wind – here, imagine Santa Ana winds in desert heat with, now, no shade to protect Jonah from the sun. I found this in the Word Biblical Commentary and thought it was interesting:

The day the gourd (the plant) died was not to be a normal day by any means. Again God specifically designated an element of nature to affect Jonah. It was the wind once more (like the storm of chapter 1) that robbed Jonah of all comfort. This wind may have been that sort called elsewhere a scirocco, i.e., constant hot air so full of positive ions that it affects the levels of serotonin and other brain neurotransmitters, causing exhaustion, depression, feelings of unreality and occasionally, bizarre behavior. In some Muslim countries, the punishment for a crime committed while the scirocco is blowing may be reduced at judicial discretion, so strongly does the prolonged hot wind affect thinking and actions. (Word, Hosea-Jonah, p. 505-506)

That is hot. 

Thus, Jonah’s happy reprieve from the sun was short lived. As Jonah’s body heated up, so did his complaints. He said, “It is better for me to die than to live.” Three times in the next two verses, Jonah will ask God to let him die. Jonah would rather die than face hard times and circumstances. Jonah would rather die than see things happen in a way he did not approve.

God said to Jonah, “Is it right for you to be angry about the bush?” Note,  this is the very same question God asked about Jonah’s anger regarding Nineveh.

Jonah replied. “Yes, angry enough to die.” The first time God asked, “What right do you have to be angry?” Jonah was smart enough to recognize that the correct answer to the rhetorical question was, “no” and kept silent. This time, he blurted out what he really thought and said, “Yes, angry enough to die.” There is an element of High Stakes Poker going on here: Jonah seems to be pushing all of his chips into the center of the table, and he has nothing in his hand. It is a calculated bluff. “Go ahead, LORD. I am angry. What are you going to do – kill me?” At this point, if you are like me, you are probably wondering why God did not grant Jonah’s wish. It must have astonished the first listeners to this story how Jonah was out of touch with reality. I am thinking, “Can you believe this guy?”

And then I think, “Uh, oh. There is probably a reason why the Bible includes this story.” How much like Jonah am I?

How do you deal with adversity? How do you deal with circumstances unpleasant to you? If you are struggling to think of how to answer those questions, just think for a moment about how you relate to the church – how do you deal with the complicated issues in church life?

For a number of years I worked for a private foundation established to encourage Presbyterians to become informed about the issues facing the denomination, to help them understand the process by which decisions were made, and to make changes where they were. I attended General Assemblies (a gathering of commissioners/representatives from the 173 presbyteries across the United States). There were a number of times when decisions were reached – votes went contrary to how I thought they should have gone – and I would despair for the church.  I put in all that work and it meant nothing. It felt as if the world had ended, as if God had failed me because I had been faithful and the wrong thing had still happened. I do not ever recall thinking, “I want to die.” I do recall thinking, “How can I go on in this church? How can I be affiliated with a group that can make these kinds of decisions? That’s it. I’m done. God, this is your fault so it is your problem and I am not going to have anything more to do with it.” This was usually followed with the, “Why do you make us deal with these things, LORD? Why can’t you just make it go away so that we could get on with the work of the church; you know, sharing the love of Jesus with pagans?”
And then I feel the hot blast of wind on my cheek, see the shade bush withered, and sense the sting of the sun on my head. “What right do you have to be angry?”
I am more like Jonah than I would care to admit. I get angry with God when things do not go my way. I have no problem pointing out to God the error and the wickedness of others. I get angry with God when I am hot and bothered. I get angry with God when my team does not win. I get angry with God when I am tired. I get angry with God over and over again in moment after moment, forgetting how God has blessed me just moments before. I take the blessings for granted and focus attention on how I am a victim because things have not gone the way I wanted. 
More than anything else, I appreciate the book of Jonah for revealing to me this reflection of my own habits. When I start feeling self-righteous or smug about my standing before God such that I think I have a right to dictate how things should be, I am humbled to realize how I am freshly in need of God’s forgiveness, mercy and grace. 

God’s concern for his creation reveals the depth of his love for Jonah and all. 
It is in the light of that humility of my need for God’s grace that I also am grateful for God’s response to Jonah. Instead of granting his wish to die, God engaged Jonah in a conversation to reveal his character in a way that Jonah knew, but did not know. 

“You are concerned about the bush, for which you did not labor and which you did not grow; it came into being in a night and perished in a night.” 

God began by inviting Jonah to take a step back to see the larger picture. Jonah was focused on the immediate circumstance. God invited him to see – not the whole picture – but a little bit more than Jonah was allowing. It was like being on a Google map and zooming out; you get a more complete view of where things are by seeing it in a fuller context. Jonah had been grateful for the blessing of the shade of the bush that had miraculously sprung up; then, had felt betrayed when the blessing had run its course. The blessing had changed Jonah’s circumstances but not changed Jonah’s heart. Jonah knew a lot, yet understood very little. The center of the story here was God’s mercy and concern for Nineveh, not Jonah’s opinion about how God should be required to make Jonah happy. 

Ignorance is an affliction for which God has patience and compassion. Jonah just could not understand why God would not act like Jonah thought he should.

“Should I not be concerned about Nineveh, …[with] persons who do not know their right hand from their left?” God had compassion for Nineveh because they did not know any better until Jonah delivered the word he had been commissioned to proclaim; when they heard, they repented and sought the LORD. 

Ignorance is an affliction for which God has patience and compassion. Think of the religious leaders who railroaded to Jesus to the cross. Remember Jesus’ words, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” (Luke 23:34). They knew a lot, yet the understood very little. They just could not understand why God would not act like they thought he should.

In John 3, there was a Pharisee named Nicodemus who came to Jesus by night. Nicodemus knew that Jesus was someone special but could not get a handle on how. There was the discussion of being “born again,” in which Nicodemus asked, “How can these things be?” Jesus responded, “Are you a teacher of Israel, and yet you do not understand these things?” 

Nicodemus knew a lot, yet understood very little.

Having a lot of knowledge about the Bible and about the faith is not the whole story. The question is whether it translates to your heart; that is, does what you know inform how you understand? Are you willing to let God be God, are you willing to respond to his call? When you say, “Jesus Christ is my Lord and Savior,” are you rejoicing in him even when circumstances in your life are not pleasing to you? 

The end of the conversation with Nicodemus is so familiar as to be cliché. Jesus said to Nicodemus:

 For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life. 

Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him. Those who believe in him are not condemned; but those who do not believe are condemned already, because they have not believed in the name of the only Son of God. And this is the judgment, that the light has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather than light because their deeds were evil. For all who do evil hate the light and do not come to the light, so that their deeds may not be exposed. But those who do what is true come to the light, so that it may be clearly seen that their deeds have been done in God. 

God’s compassion and mercy are expressions of his drawing sinners back to himself. God loves the world – not the behavior of the world in its hedonism and idolatry, but the people. God loves you and me – not always our behavior and self-centered ways and our misguided efforts to supervise his will, but you and me. 

“Do you not realize,” Paul wrote to the Romans, “God’s kindness is meant to lead you to repentance?” (Romans 2) How humbling it is to realize the riches of his kindness and forbearance and patience.


Conclusion

I have to confess that I am a little bit sorry that we have come to the end of the book of Jonah. It amazes me how this simple short story reveals so much about how differently we treat God than how God treats us. It is humbling to realize how patient, how compassionate, how merciful, how loving, how kind, how powerful, how wonderful, and how deserving of our worship is God.

What have I learned?

1. There is nowhere we can go to escape God’s sovereign will; there is nowhere we can hide from him;

2. God loves us enough to hold us accountable and to use our disobedience as a means of his grace to others (like the sailors); 

3. God is more powerful than death and can deliver us from the gates of Sheol, even from the belly of the whale;

4. God goes before us any time he calls us to walk in obedience;

5. God is gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing;

6. All of that is true in the story of Jonah, and all of that is true in the life God has given you and the life God has given me.

My prayer is that the reflection of Jonah we see in our own lives instills in us the humility of our need for God’s grace and mercy. 


I lift up my eyes to the hills— from where will my help come? 


My help comes from the LORD, who made heaven and earth.

  


 He will not let your foot be moved; he who keeps you will not slumber. 


He who keeps Israel will neither slumber nor sleep.

  


The LORD is your keeper; the LORD is your shade at your right hand. 


The sun shall not strike you by day, nor the moon by night.

  


The LORD will keep you from all evil; he will keep your life. 


The LORD will keep your going out and your coming in from this time on and forevermore.

 
Amen.

8:30 Prayer and invitation to offering

10:00 Invitation to offering
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