Unanswered Question: Jonah 4

Leader's Notes

This study deals with forgiveness, justice and people who have deeply
wounded us. Some group members may immediately think of significant trauma
or abuse. Don't pressure anyone to share names or details. The aim is not to
minimise evil or excuse wrongdoing, but to explore our own hearts in light of
God's mercy.

Keep bringing the discussion back to God's character rather than allowing it to
become a debate about particular people or situations.

Opening
Can you think of a time when someone received kindness that you
honestly didn't think they deserved?

(Keep this light-hearted if possible before moving into the Bible passage.)

Read the Passage

Read Jonah 4 together.

Explore the Passage

1. Jonah's shocking reaction
Read Jonah 4:1-3.

Instead of celebrating one of the greatest revivals recorded in Scripture, Jonah
becomes angry.

The surprising truth is that Jonah didn't flee because he doubted God.
He fled because he knew exactly what God was like.
He knew God was gracious.

He knew God was compassionate.
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He knew God would forgive genuine repentance.

That was precisely what Jonah didn't want for Nineveh.

Discussion
e What surprises you most about Jonah's response?
e Why do you think Jonah found God's mercy offensive?

o Have you ever found yourself quietly hoping someone would "get what they
deserve"?

2. Knowing God isn't the same as becoming like Him
Jonah quotes God's own description of Himself from Exodus 34.

His theology is completely accurate.

His heart isn't.

It's possible to know the Bible well and still resist what God is doing.

The issue isn't that Jonah misunderstands God.

The issue is that Jonah dislikes the implications of God's mercy extending to
people he considers beyond redemption.

Discussion
» Why is it easier to understand grace than to extend it?
* Where do you see this tension in church culture today?

e How do we guard against having correct beliefs but hard hearts?

3. The plant and the city

God gives Jonah a plant that provides shade.
Jonah is delighted.

The next day the plant dies.

Jonah is devastated.

Meanwhile, 120,000 people have just been spared destruction and Jonah feels
no joy whatsoever.

God exposes Jonah's priorities.
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He cares more about his comfort than about people.

God's closing question shifts the focus completely:
"Should | not have concern for the great city of Nineveh...?"

The book ends without telling us Jonah's answer.

Instead, we're invited to answer God's question ourselves.

Discussion
o What does the plant reveal about Jonah's heart?
o What kinds of things tend to upset us more than the suffering of others?

» Why do you think the book ends with a question instead of an answer?

Looking to Jesus

Jonah wants justice for others and mercy for himself.
The gospel shows us something very different.
At the cross:
» God does not ignore justice.
e God does not abandon mercy.
e Justice is fully satisfied because Jesus bears our sin.
o Mercy is freely offered because Jesus has paid the cost.
We only receive mercy because it cost Christ everything.

That same mercy is now offered even to people we struggle to love.

Discussion
 How does the cross reshape our understanding of justice and mercy?

o Why is it important to remember that we have received undeserved mercy
ourselves?

Personal Reflection

Invite everyone to spend a minute in silence.
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Encourage them not to share unless they genuinely want to.
Ask them to consider:
e Is there a person or group | struggle to believe God could love/forgive?
e Where do | secretly prefer justice over mercy?
» Is there someone I've decided is beyond God's grace?
» What would it look like for God to begin softening my heart?

Allow silence before moving on.

Weekly Challenge

Rather than trying to manufacture feelings, choose a simple act of obedience.
Think of one person or group you find difficult.

Set a daily reminder on your phone for the next seven days with the word
“Nineveh”.

When it goes off, simply pray:
I "Lord, soften my heart."
Then pray:

"Let________know Your mercy." [fill in the blank with the name of your
person/people]

Leave the outcome with God.

As Jonah reminds us, transformation begins not with changing someone else,
but with allowing God to change our own hearts.

Closing Prayer
Invite someone to pray, or use the following themes:

» Thank God that He is gracious, compassionate, slow to anger and
abounding in love.

o Thank Jesus that mercy was made possible through the cross.

o Ask the Holy Spirit to reveal areas where our hearts have become hard.
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o Pray for courage to extend the same grace we have received.

e Pray that God would soften our hearts towards our own "Nineveh" this
week.
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