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Introduction: The View from the Hill 

Have you ever built a shelter? 

At the end of the Jonah story, we find a man who has run away from God, survived a 
storm, survived the drowning depths, and survived the stomach of a whale. 

He has been vomited onto a beach.  

Today we we will see how Jonah gets a second chance, regains his calling, delivers a 
message of warning to his enemies, is shocked when the people of Nineveh repent. He 
then gets upset, becomes angry, wants to die, and finally builds a shelter. His hope is that 
he will have a front row seat of the divine destruction he wished for, against the people he 
despised, hoping that the truth of their violent past would catch up with them and that 
fire would fall from heaven. 

3:1 Then the Lord spoke to Jonah a second time: 2 “Get up and go to the great city of 
Nineveh, and deliver the message I have given you.” 
3 This time Jonah obeyed the Lord’s command and went to Nineveh, a city so large 
that it took three days to see it all.  

God is the God of the second chance. He is the God who commands the deep to vomit 
stubborn, arrogant runaways onto dry land so they can get back to the mission. Jonah 
gets up, brushes the sand and seaweed off his clothes, and walks towards Nineveh. 

Think for a moment about our own city of Coventry. How long would it take you to walk 
around it? I once ran around it and I can tell you it takes just over 8 hours! How do you 
view this city? How do you relate to the people around you? Your neighbours? Your 
community? In your neighbourhood, where is there disruption, pain, or poverty? Next 
week, we have our annual “All-in” weekend. This is a weekend to engage with your local 
community and neighbourhood. We are called to love our neighbours and be a witness of 
God's love and compassion to those around us. An opportunity to express God's love in 
practical ways. It's also an opportunity to show what a disciple of Jesus is really like! 

What message will you communicate to those around you? 

4 On the day Jonah entered the city, he shouted to the crowds: “Forty days from now 
Nineveh will be destroyed!” 5 The people of Nineveh believed God’s message, and 
from the greatest to the least, they declared a fast and put on burlap to show their sorrow. 

Nineveh was the epicentre of global inequalities, systemic injustice, and imperial 
dominance. They were a brutal, violent superpower guilty of horrific human rights abuses. 
They were the superpower empire of the ancient Near East. The absolute truth of their 
situation was simple: they deserved destruction. 
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Jonah walks into this massive city and preaches the shortest, most half-hearted sermon in 
history. In the Hebrew, it is only five words: "Forty more days and Nineveh will be 
overthrown." He delivers the bare essentials and then walks away. But then the 
unthinkable happens. From the king on the throne to the lowest servant in the street (and 
even the cattle in the fields) the entire city puts on sackcloth, covers themselves in ashes, 
and cries out for mercy. 

10 When God saw what they had done and how they had put a stop to their evil 
ways, he changed his mind and did not carry out the destruction he had threatened. 

This is the great shock of the narrative. The truth of Nineveh's sin was real. The damage 
they had done was measurable. But the moment broken people surrendered to God, his 
mercy outweighed the truth of their past. The Kingdom of God broke in, overthrowing 
Empire. 

Andy McCullough (The Nineveh Story)pushes us here: as a Church, do we have the 
stomach to look past our own prejudices to see that God wants to move in the heart of 
our own cultural "Empire"? For a church to have an outward focus, we must first be 
shocked out of our spiritual ethnocentrism (judging other people's cultures, beliefs, 
and foods based on how your own culture does things). God does not look at the 
world through the grid of our tribal identities, political alliances, or moral comfort 
zones. If our theology does not shock us with the depth of who God is willing to 
save, then we are worshipping a tribal idol, not the Father of Jesus Christ. 

We would think that Jonah would be pleased. A city-wide revival has just broken out! 
However… 

4:1 This change of plans greatly upset Jonah, and he became very angry. 2 So he 
complained to the Lord about it: “Didn’t I say before I left home that you would do 
this, Lord? That is why I ran away to Tarshish! I knew that you are a merciful and 
compassionate God, slow to get angry and filled with unfailing love.  

Jonah reveals why he ran from God and from his calling. And he throws the famous 
declaration of God’s character back in God's face as an accusation! And then he goes 
further… 

You are eager to turn back from destroying people. 3 Just kill me now, Lord! I’d 
rather be dead than alive if what I predicted will not happen.” 

There’s a compassionate tone to God’s response to Jonah’s angry outburst 

4 The Lord replied, “Is it right for you to be angry about this?” 

Jonah does not respond but walks away… 
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5 Then Jonah went out to the east side of the city and made a shelter to sit under as 
he waited to see what would happen to the city.  

A place of comfort 
If we are completely honest, Jonah’s shelter is a very comfortable place to sit. It is the 
place where we get to look at the brokenness, the chaos, and the moral drift of the 
culture around us, pull our robes tight, and wait for judgment. It is the place where we 
gather in our safe, holy huddles, looking out at our modern "Ninevehs" (the people who 
disagree with us, the people who have hurt us, the people whose lifestyles offend us) and 
secretly hope they get what strict truth and justice demand. 

How many of us don't want the people we disagree with to be restored or forgiven; we 
want them to be exposed. Years ago, we met with a couple whose marriage was in real 
difficulty. When we met, they showed no desire to extend grace or mercy to the other. 
They came with a list of wrongs. It was a literal record of dates in which the other had said 
something or done something that had damaged the relationship. 

When we keep a strict record of others’ wrongs while conveniently ignoring the fact that 
our own lives were pulled from the deep by pure grace and mercy, we have not 
understood or really know the God who is “merciful and compassionate, slow to get 
angry and filled with unfailing love.”  

God, in His merciful patience, does not strike Jonah down for his arrogance. Instead, He 
meets Jonah on the hill and gives him a visual, living object lesson. As Jonah sits under 
his DIY shelter,  

6 …the Lord God arranged for a leafy plant to grow there, and soon it spread its 
broad leaves over Jonah’s head, shading him from the sun. This eased his discomfort, 
and Jonah was very grateful for the plant. 

Jonah is very happy. Very comfortable. However 

7 …God also arranged for a worm! The next morning at dawn the worm ate through 
the stem of the plant so that it withered away. 8 And as the sun grew hot, God 
arranged for a scorching east wind to blow on Jonah. The sun beat down on his head 
until he grew faint and wished to die. “Death is certainly better than living like this!” 
he exclaimed. 

God looks at Jonah and asks a penetrating question: "Is it right for you to be angry 
because the plant died?" 
Jonah snaps back, “Yes, even angry enough to die! 

Then the Lord delivers the final word of the book. This is the Mic drop moment: 
“You feel sorry about the plant, though you did nothing to put it there. It came 
quickly and died quickly. 11 But Nineveh has more than 120,000 people living in 
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spiritual darkness, not to mention all the animals. Shouldn’t I feel sorry for such a 
great city?” (Jonah 4:10-11) 

In his book, “Under the Unpredictable Plant." Eugene Peterson comments on how Jonah 
wanted a predictable life. He wanted predictable shade, a predictable job, and 
predictable enemies who stay down when they are supposed to. But God’s grace is wildly 
unpredictable. God uses ordinary, routine, and sometimes deeply irritating, shifting 
circumstances to break our consumer mindsets. 

Jonah was weeping over the loss of his personal comfort, a plant he didn't even plant, 
because it made his life easier. Yet, he had no mercy or concern for a massive city full of 
spiritually blind image-bearers who were lost in the dark. Some translations describe them 
as a people who didn’t know their Left from their right. No direction. No idea which way 
to turn. Naive. Ignorant. 

Tim Keller spent his entire life helping the modern church understand how to care for the 
city. Keller often noted that Jonah’s deep theological crisis was that he loved his own 
national security more than he loved the peace of the city he was called to serve. God 
asks Jonah, 'Should I not feel sorry for such a great city?' 

Keller points out that great cities are dense concentrations of humanity, full of 
marginalised people, systemic complex needs, and thousands who are spiritually blind, 
'not knowing their left hand from their right.' Keller challenged the church with a simple 
test: You know you have God's heart when you move from merely living in a city, to 
actively seeking the welfare of that city. If our church were to vanish from our city 
tomorrow, would anyone notice? Would the poor, the broken, and the isolated weep 
because our mercy left the streets? 

Jonah cared more about his personal convenience, his political security, and his 
theological comfort than he did about the situation of his enemies. The book ends on a 
cliffhanger because it asks us the exact same question: Are we going to care more 
about our internal preferences and cultural shelters than we do about the lost world 
surrounding our church doors? 

Jesus and  Jonah 
When we look away from the flawed prophet Jonah and turn our eyes to the ultimate 
Father-Son story. We have to look to Jesus, the True and Perfect Anti-Jonah. 
Jonah was a guilty man who ran away from a mission of mercy because he hated his 
enemies. Jesus was the completely innocent, beloved Son who willingly and steadfastly 
walked toward a mission of rescue because He loved His enemies. 

Jonah sat on a hill to the east of the city, crossing his arms, waiting for fire to fall and 
destroy his enemies. But Jesus walked up a hill west of the city of Jerusalem and spread 
His arms wide on a rugged cross. He didn't build a shelter to protect Himself from the 
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heat of judgment; He absorbed the judgment into His own body so that we could be 
brought into the shade of God's mercy. 

On the cross, the absolute truth of our rebellion was recognised and paid for, so that the 
infinite, unstoppable mercy of God could be poured out on our lives. 

When you realise that you were once a citizen of Nineveh (rebellious, blind, and drowning 
in your own guilt) and that Jesus left the comfort of heaven to plunge into the deep to 
rescue you, your relational brain gets completely rebooted. The cross shatters our pride 
and compels us to look at the broken world around us with eyes of deep mercy. 

Conclusion 
Transformation does not happen by screaming "truth" at people from the safety of a 
hillside shelter. It happens when we dismantle our comfortable shelters, step down into 
the messy, complicated realities of our community, and invite our neighbours into Joy-
filled, mercy-filled relationships and conversations where grace has room to breathe. 

As we prepare to step out of these doors and seek to engage with our neighbours 
specifically next week in our “All-in” weekend, let us take three "Next Steps" to move us 
from the shelter of Jonah to the mission of Jesus: 

1. Step out from your comfort Zone 
Take an honest look at your heart this week. Where have you chosen "Tarshish" over 
"Nineveh" (seeking personal success, religious comfort, or transactional, consumer-
driven church experiences rather than shepherding real, messy souls)? Identify the 
group or person you regard as an “enemy”? Consciously choose to step down from your 
place of comfort, look past your prejudices, and pray for their restoration. 

2. Welcome the Unpredictable 
Stop demanding that God operate according to your terms, your comforts, or your 
political alignments. When minor frustrations or structural plans fall apart, what will you 
do?  Fly into a rage like Jonah or recognise it as God breaking your consumer mindset, 
calling you away from personal convenience, and reminding you to look up at a world 
that is drowning. 

3. Recover God’s heart of mercy for those who are lost 
In a world that uses "truth" as a blunt weapon to execute public judgment, what would it 
look like to make our church a high-mercy community, a place where people can meet the 
merciful and compassionate God, who is slow to get angry and filled with unfailing love. 

Can we be signposts to mercy, showing others that the cross of Jesus ensures that mercy 
always has the final word over the absolute truth of their past? 

What does ‘being people of mercy’ actually look like? 
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