Stop Pouting, Jonah!!


Dear brothers and sisters in Christ.  How many of you have heard the term schadenfreude?  It’s German, as you probably have noticed, and it basically means taking pleasure or having joy at someone else’s suffering or difficulties.  Being happy that someone, who otherwise seems to have everything together, is now having a difficult time.  Then there is the opposite.  On an episode of Malcolm in the Middle, Louis, the mother of the family joins a book club.  At the first meeting, after reading through the book she thought they were going to discuss, she finds out that the book club really doesn’t discuss books.  They are just a bunch of mothers who get together to gossip and solve the problems of the world.  And one of the things that they really like to talk about are other mothers.  And not just any mothers but the really good ones.  The mothers who always seem to have their lives organized, their houses clean, their kids dressed perfectly and are involved in every program that the school has to offer.  How can someone have that much time?  How can someone be that perfect?  I really wish that…… and you can fill in the blanks.  This is the opposite of schedenfreude – which we might call jealousy but the Germans call it sour grapes.  Today we will hear about someone who had a great deal of schedenfreude and then sour grapes.  And his name is Jonah.  And we will see that Jonah really did what many of us also do when we get jealous or when we don’t get our way.  He pouted.  Kids are good at doing that aren’t they but adults do it too.  With adults it’s not so much an outward thing as it is an inward thing.  But God knows doesn’t he.  So, we say to Jonah and ourselves – Stop pouting.


When you approach the average person and ask them is they know the story about Jonah, they will probably say yes.  They might say something like: “Yea!  That was the story of a man who was swallowed by a big fish and then stayed alive for three days and then was spit back out.”  They are right of course but there is much more to the account of Jonah that just that.  You could say that these words which we just heard from Jonah are the main message and central focus of that book.


Jonah fled from God.  He did not want to do the work that God had given him to do.  God told him to go to Nineveh but Jonah got on a ship headed for Tarshish, the total opposite direction of Nineveh.  He was reluctant to go to Nineveh for two reasons.  First of all it was fear.  Nineveh was the capital city of Assyria.  It was also very large.  We are told that is was a three days walk.  But most of all it was very evil.  The people there worshipped false gods.  They were also a very violent city.  The prophet Nahum later states that the sins of Nineveh included plotting evil against the Lord, cruelty and plundering in war, prostitution, witchcraft, and commercial exploitation.  Since they were such a large city, they controlled most of the trade and commerce in Assyria.  This wasn’t no hick town Jonah was supposed to go to.  This was a huge city set in their evil ways.  Jonah was scared.  Now God wanted him to go tell this city that they were going to be destroyed?  Not a very pleasant message by any means.  He feared for his life.  He feared that the people would simply kill him.  However, there was another reason that Jonah didn’t want to go to Nineveh.  And that is schadenfreude.  He knew how evil this city was.  He knew how long they had persisted in worshipping other gods and how cruel they were to others.  He knew how they took advantage of other small cities in Assyria because of their size.  So he wanted revenge.  He wanted payback.  He wanted Nineveh to get what it deserved.  So instead of doing what God sent him to do, he fled because he was scared and because he was stubborn.


Were these excuses legitimate?  Of course not!!  Jonah had no right to flee from his responsibilities.  But doesn’t it almost seems like Jonah had an inner battle going on inside him.  On the one hand, he was scared that he would be killed and didn’t trust in God to protect him, but on the other hand, he knew that if the city repented, God would forgive them and not destroy them and he didn’t want that to happen.


We too sometimes have that inner struggle don’t we.  Sometimes we trust in God very much, and other times we don’t want to trust him.  You see, God is much more loving and forgiving than we are.  That person who made fun of us at school or said bad things about you at work – God is going to forgive them if they confess their sin to him and ask for forgiveness.  But we don’t want that do we?  We want that person to suffer for what they did to us.  However we also know and trust that our God is an awesome God who loves us and forgives us, even for the times that we don’t want him to forgive.  Yet at the same time there is always that fear or reluctance to trust in God.  Our world says that we have to do things ourselves.  Looking to someone else is weak.  It shows signs of insecurity.  So, we try to fight our own battles without God’s help and we fail.  Yes, as long as we live, the Devil will try to convince us that we don’t have to trust in God.  The Devil will try to lead us away from God’s helping hand and into our own despair.  It happened with Jonah, and it happens to us too.


God would have had every right to just let Jonah die.  He had gone completely against his orders and didn’t even want his message to have any sort of effect on the people of Nineveh.  Yet God was merciful to Jonah.  Instead of letting him drown in his own mistrust and selfishness, God rescued him.  God didn’t give Jonah what he deserved.  God doesn’t give us what we deserve either.  All because Jesus made that ultimate sacrifice on the cross for us and died so we could have eternal life in heaven.  We didn’t get what our sins deserved, instead we got what we didn’t deserve.  God’s love and forgiveness is ours.


Yes, Jonah didn’t get what he deserved.  Instead he got God’s love and protection.  The city of Nineveh didn’t get what it deserved either.  And that made Jonah pout.  We are told that the word of the Lord came to Jonah a second time.  God wasn’t going to let his prophet just neglect his responsibilities after his traumatic incident with the fish.  He had a message to proclaim whether he wanted to or not.


This time Jonah was a bit smarter.  He did what the Lord told him to do.  He walked through the streets of Nineveh with the message, “Forty days and Nineveh will be destroyed.”  Although reluctant, he preached Gods’ message.  And even though his message was spoken with reluctance and apathy towards the people of Nineveh it had an effect.  The effect which Jonah was not hoping for.  We are told that the people repented.  They put on scratchy clothes and started not eating to show just how sorry they really were.  You see, not only did they confess inwardly, but they showed it through their actions.  This pleased God, and he relented and did not bring upon them the destruction he had threatened.  Good news for Nineveh, bad news for Jonah.


We too just like the people of Nineveh can get caught in our evil ways.  Maybe there is a particular sin that we are dealing with and its hard for us stop.  There really is not too much different nowadays.  Sure, there may be more things help us to avoid and fight sin, but it’s still there and it will always be there.  The Devil works overtime, especially on Christians.  Thank God that we have him fighting for us.  Thank God that he gives us the strength to fight off temptation.  Thank God that he gives us the knowledge to repent of our sins and ask for forgiveness


If you read further in the book of Jonah you will see that Jonah pouted when God spared Nineveh.  He got so angry that he went out of the city to east side, set up a booth, and asked God to take his life.  So God decided to teach the pouting Jonah a lesson.  He didn’t take his life.  Instead, the next morning, he caused a big, leafy gourd tree to grow and give Jonah some shelter from the hot, dry desert heat.  And Jonah was thankful for the gourd tree.  The next day God caused a worm to make the tree wither and then provided a hot wind so that Jonah was in misery.  When Jonah complained to God about the dying of the gourd tree God taught him his lesson.  God basically told him, “Jonah your priorities are all messed up.  You are sad that I took away this gourd tree, which I made in the first place and which you had nothing to do with but you have no concern about the more than 6,000 children that live in Nineveh and their many animals.  You need to stop pouting.  You need to realize that I am a gracious and forgiving God.  I forgave you, I can forgive them, I can forgive everyone who asks.” 

Yes, we live in a sinful world.  Yes we will experience schedenfreude and sour grapes.  But thank God that we have a God who forgives us for these times and who assures us of his love and forgiveness everyday.  The book of Jonah doesn’t tell us Jonah’s reaction to God’s little object lesson but we know our reaction don’t we.  We stop pouting and we trust, we forgive, we confess, we believe and we love.  Amen.  

