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                     Letting God be God   

Jonah 4:1-11 

Matthew 22:34-39 

When I was a child, learning to read the Bible for myself, I remember that 
there were a set of questions I was given which you could ask about any 
passage. Things like: What does this passage tell me about God or Jesus? 
Does this passage tell me anything about myself? Is there a good example 
to be followed? Is there a bad example to be avoided? By the time we have 
reached the end of the story of Jonah we can be pretty sure that in most 
things Jonah gives us a bad example to be avoided. Yes, when God saved 
him, he prayed, and that was a good example. And yes, he did in the end 
go to Nineveh. But what with his running away, his dramatics onboard the 
ship, his poor attempt to give the message, we can’t really call him a good 
example that we should follow. 

And then today, today he is at his worst. Today we see Jonah acting and 
reacting as a spoiled child. He has brought God’s message to the Ninevites 
– or his version of it – and then he was taken seriously. He hadn’t expected 
that. He has probably thought that no one would listen to him. But they did. 
They listened and they learned and they acted on what they heard, and so 
that gleeful punchline of Jonah’s “Fort days and Nineveh will be destroyed” 
did not come true because God changed his mind! 

Jonah feels like a fool. He wanted to see God destroy the city and it hasn’t 
happened. He gets angry and sulky and he hurls at God the accusation 
that how dare he be “A gracious God and merciful, slow to anger and 
abounding in steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing.” (v:2) 
Never mind that he has himself been a recipient of the grace and 
forgiveness of God, that he has been given a second chance, how dare 
God act like that with these people? 

Jonah, of course, was thinking about himself, not about God or about the 
people of Nineveh. Instead of being delighted that God had used his 



message, had used even inept and reluctant Jonah, he simply felt that he 
would be a laughingstock because the prophesied destruction had not 
come. 

And in his anger, he gets more than faintly ridiculous. He makes a shelter 
from the sun and God provides a better shelter in the form of a fast-growing 
plant. And he is pleased. And then the plant dies, and he is furious all over 
again, this time with the plant – angry enough to die, he says. Jonah is 
always melodramatic. He wants to be the only pebble on God’s beach. He 
can’t see further than the end of his own nose. 

As we are thinking about our calling to be people who make a habit of 
inviting others, we can learn from Jonah. He is not, as I said, a good 
example to follow, but he is a bad example to be avoided! A bad example 
of a very common and very human problem. Jonah is putting himself firmly 
in the centre of the picture. Even when we are talking about the potential 
destruction of a whole city of people and all the suffering that would ensure, 
he sees himself as the most important person. This self-centeredness 
prevents him from seeing what God is doing and rejoicing in the salvation 
of the city. He has been grateful to God for his own salvation in that 
impossible fish, but he has not been interested in what God is doing in the 
larger picture that goes beyond his own concerns. And so he does not 
catch God’s vision which is not to condemn but to save, to prevent 
destruction, to turn people from destructive ways to live in his way. 

When we invite people to come where they might discover the love of and 
calling of God, doing it from sheer duty is only going to take us so far. 
Giving an invitation so that we can tick that off a list of things we should do 
will not fill us with fervour for our task, or joy in its accomplishment, and 
when the invitation is accepted and our friends come and hear and remain 
and belong and bring changes we might find ourselves reacting a little bit 
like Jonah (Not entirely like Jonah, I hope, since he is a bit of a caricature!) 

I said that when we invite and people come, they will bring changes 
because that is true, and it is a truth which the church has often failed to 
consider or expect. Each new person who comes into God’s family comes 
as themselves. Each one experiences God’s love through the lens of their 
personality and past experience. No two people’s faith – though they 
believe the same truth – is identical. And so each new person who comes 
in, changes a church community, however it is structured. Or they ought to. 
Too often the church has only invited people who we think will fit in, who 
are already “like us” in one way or another. Too often the church – even 
this church – has avoided inviting people who will rock the boat: who might 
want to use different styles of music in worship; who might be challenging 
in demanding that we do more to help our neighbours; who will maybe 



challenge what we think is important and change what makes us 
comfortable. 

When Jonah went to Nineveh, he saw a foreign city filled with foreign 
people. They were not Israelites, and so were different. He did not, he 
could not believe that the God who loved him and his people also loved 
them, and so his message was simple destruction. He assumed that 
because he would like to see these potential enemies of his people wiped 
from the face of the earth, so God must think that way as well. It is far too 
easy for us to identify God’s will with what we would like to see happen, 
without even stopping to consider if what we want is at all in line with the 
being and essence of God as we know him revealed in Jesus. 

We want what we think is important and what makes us comfortable. But 
we are not the centre of the universe! We are not the only pebbles on 
God’s beach! When Jesus was asked about the most important 
commandments, he talked about loving God with everything and loving 
neighbour as self – we often come back to this, because after all, Jesus 
said it was the most important! We might also have read the beginning of 
the ten commandments, where the first commandment says, “You shall 
have no other God but me.” Neither of these commands are about God’s 
self-importance; they are about keeping ourselves and everything in our 
lives in proper perspective. It is only when we hold God – his essence 
which is to love and have mercy – his being – his work in the world – when 
we hold God before our eyes that we get our own lives right. It is only when 
we remember that God is most important, not our comfort or what we think, 
that we can look forward with eagerness to what God may be doing in our 
church and in our community, not fearing changes, but curious to see what 
more they reveal to us of what God is doing, and how we can join in. 

God’s last words in the book of Jonah are a gentle rebuke to his grumpy 
servant. He points out that Jonah is cross about the loss of a plant, 
although he did nothing to make it grow, he has expended no labour and 
no love on it. But should he, God, not be concerned about the great city of 
Nineveh, about a hundred and twenty thousand people and their lives and 
property and animals? And the subtext, the unspoken bit says “After all, I 
made them and love them. I don’t want them destroyed but redeemed. And 
so I am glad that they have changed their ways in repentance and so I can 
change my mind and pardon them. I have more to worry about than one 
grumpy prophet, but you can all come under that greater scheme of my 
love.” 

One of the things that happens when we remember that the most important 
command is to love God with our whole selves, is that we become less self-
centred. Self-centeredness is the primary human sin, because it means 



that we have got our relationship with God, and so with other people and 
even with ourselves out of perspective. If we are centred on ourselves, our 
needs and wants, our pursuit of personal happiness, then we have taken 
God from his throne and enthroned ourselves. All the commands to “do 
not” in the ten commandments – prohibitions of murder and theft and 
covetousness and lying, and yes on making images of God would be 
unnecessary if we remembered that God is God and we should worship 
God alone. 

As we seek to become God’s invitational people, it is really important that 
we keep the primacy of God firmly before our eyes. As we are a church on 
a path of renewal it is really important that we keep the primacy of God 
firmly before our eyes. It is really important that we spend time seeking 
God, loving God, worshipping God and acting in obedience from that 
position of God’s primacy, and not from mere duty. And when we do this, 
when we even attempt to do this – because this is a counsel of perfection 
to which we likely will never attain – we will find that our lesser wants and 
comforts and needs and so on are put aside, as we strain to discover what 
God is about. 

So give your invitations – I know that some of you are, and that is great. 
Give the invitations, and keep on giving them, delighting in this chance to 
obey God and leaving the results up to him. And then, rejoice when with 
invitations you find God bringing changes, to you as an inviter looking to 
God; and to this church as we welcome those whom God brings us. 

 


