
Letting Go of Our Power 

Jonah 3:10-4:11 

Today we are in the fourth week of a brief study on the book of Jonah. As the Lord has ordained 

things, we will go right from the book of Jonah into the VBS theme of Shipwrecked, where we 

will see how we are rescued by Jesus alone. It is this focus on the Lord that we greatly need today. 

It is this focus on the Lord that Jonah desperately needed in his life. Jonah had put himself in a 

place where he needed to be rescued and, even though he had been rescued physically from an 

impossible situation, he still needed to be rescued from himself.  

For those who haven’t been here the last few weeks, let me give a brief recap of what has happened 

in the story. We have discovered through the life of Jonah that God had many things that He desired 

to do in and through Jonah, but Jonah was difficult to work with. As we study the book, it seems 

that at almost every turn Jonah refused to trust God and follow Him. Jonah was regularly hindered 

from God’s best, simply because he refused to let go. So far, we have learned three primary things 

that we must let go of in order to fully embrace what God is wanting to do in us and through us. 

First, we must let go of our plans. We saw this in chapter 1 as God called Jonah to go to Nineveh 

to cry out against the city because of their sin, but for various reasons Jonah didn’t want to do this. 

So, he made his own plans and went the exact opposite direction as fast as he could. He refused to 

let go of his plans and this led him down a spiral that would bring him to rock-bottom. Second, 

we learned that we must let go of our pride. In Jonah chapter 2, we saw where Jonah had been 

thrown overboard because the sailors were certain that Jonah’s God was trying to get his attention. 

At any point Jonah could have humbled himself and repented. Instead, however, he refused to do 

so. The result was that he was swallowed by a great fish and was carried to the bottom of the ocean 

where he felt that all hope was lost. It wasn’t until he got as low as he could possibly go that he 

finally realized that he must turn away from himself and turn back to the Lord. Third, we 

discovered how we must let go of our past. In Jonah chapter 3, Jonah has now been expelled 

from the great fish and he is given the commission by God again to go back to Nineveh. In this 

moment it would have been easy to allow his past to get in the way. Jonah was confronted once 

again with an opportunity to obey God, but in order to do so he had to let go of his past and move 

forward to what God was calling him to do. We saw last week where he did let go of his past and, 

when given the next opportunity, he quickly obeyed the Lord and did what he was called to do. 

So, Jonah went to Nineveh and proclaimed the message that God gave him. I assure you that it 

wasn’t a popular message. It wasn’t a message that you would probably like. If I preached a 

message like this on a regular basis you probably wouldn’t like me too much. His message was a 

message of judgment. He announced, “You have sinned against God. He will judge you. In forty 

days you will be overthrown.” There wasn’t an ounce of encouragement in his message. There 

wasn’t a single ray of hope. He gave no indication that the judgment of God could be changed. He 

basically said, “God’s judgment is coming and you’ll be destroyed.” Though the message was 

heavy and directly in their face, the Ninevites were moved by what Jonah spoke. They were 

convicted of their sin. They believed in God. They repented of their wicked deeds. They fasted 

and prayed to God earnestly that He would show mercy and intervene. It is here that we pick up 

the story today.  
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Show Text 

It may sound strange to speak of man’s desire for power as a limiting factor to embracing God’s 

plan for our lives, but I believe we see this clearly in the life of Jonah. There are many ways that 

man might seek power. Some seek power in the way that they strive to climb the corporate ladder 

and be in positions of leadership. Some seek power in the way that they seek to make a certain 

amount of money, because monetary success equals influence to them. Some seek power through 

knowledge and wisdom. There are additional ways that we might seek power, but in the end we 

will find our efforts to be in vain. While we should all seek to grow in knowledge and 

understanding, strive for financial resources to provide for family and bless others, and welcome 

any leadership role that God may call us to, the motivation in these things should not be for power. 

The word “power” literally means “the ability to direct or influence the behavior of others or the 

course of events.” In other words, those who strive for power are striving for control, supremacy, 

and command. There are many unhealthy things that we discover about Jonah in Jonah chapter 4; 

however, I believe they all stem from a desire in his heart for power. Simply put, Jonah desired to 

have control. He wanted to direct and influence the situation to be what he wanted it to be. But 

there is a major problem with that - God is God and we are not. We can strive for power, we can 

deceive ourselves into thinking that we have power, and we can even act as if we are the final 

authority on a matter, but the truth is that God alone has all power and the only power that we have 

is that which has been entrusted to us by Him. In this moment Jonah could have been and should 

have been living in a place of peace and joy, but as we see in our text this morning he was far from 

that. The reason he was so off base was because he wanted control and was trying to manipulate 

the situation to suit his desire. In doing so, God reveals to us that we must let go of our power and 

yield wholeheartedly to Him.  

I. The Proof of Our Need for Power (vs. 1-5) 

Perhaps you are sitting here thinking, “Pastor, I am not power hungry. I am completely yielded to 

God. I am not trying to control what happens in my life. I am not like Jonah.” While that may be 

the case, the truth is that as we study the proofs of this desire for power, we might find that we are 

more like Jonah than we wish. These verses reveal four key evidences of a desire for control.  

A. Sinful Anger 

What would be your response to a great move of God in your life? How would you react 

if a great revival took place here in Harrisonburg and throughout the Valley? I would like 

to think that we would rejoice and celebrate the work that God is doing. Surely, we would 

anticipate, with the great miracle of Nineveh’s repentance, that we would find the 

messenger rejoicing and celebrating what God had done. Think of the magnitude for a 

moment. 120,000 people were broken in their sin, repentant, and believing in God. 120,000 

people were saved by God. If there was ever a time to celebrate it was now. However, right 

on the heels of learning how God showed grace and compassion to the repentant Ninevites, 

we see that Jonah was “greatly” displeased and became angry.  

It is interesting here to mention the use of the word “great” in the book of Jonah. We are 

introduced to Nineveh as the “great city”, suggesting the significance of its size and 
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influence. Then we are told about the “great wind” that swept across the sea and caused 

the “great storm” which beat against the boat and terrified the sailors. We soon discover 

that Jonah was thrown overboard and left in the sea. But God spared Jonah by means of a 

“great fish” that He had prepared to be a vessel for him. We can only imagine how large 

the whale really was. In each case the word “great” is implying something of great size and 

significance. Interestingly, the next “great” thing we learn about is Jonah’s “great” 

displeasure. He was hot-headed at this moment. God is working and moving, and he gets 

all bent out of shape about it. If anyone should’ve been happy at this moment it was Jonah. 

God had called him. God had pursued him. God had heard his prayer. God had forgiven 

him. God had given him a second chance. God had given him the message to proclaim. 

And, God gave great fruit to the call. Who has ever heard of 120,000 being saved and the 

preacher being angry about it? All of heaven rejoices over just a single person who repents 

and is saved. Jesus said in Luke 15:7,10, “I tell you that in the same way, there will be 

more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons 

who need no repentance…In the same way, I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the 

angels of God over one sinner who repents.” Friend, if heaven is rejoicing then so should 

we. But, in this case there were 120,000 people repenting and Jonah was furious. Why? 

Because this isn’t what he wanted. This wasn’t his plan. This wasn’t his desire. This wasn’t 

in his control. Have you ever been there? Have you ever seen God do something or allow 

something that you didn’t want? How did you respond? Did you respond by trusting God 

or by anger? Did you submit control to God or did you bow up your neck and say, “But 

God, I wanted something else”? Jonah’s desire for power was first seen in his sinful anger.  

B. Self-Righteous Animosity 

Jonah now sheds a little further light into why he is so angry. In verse 2 he explains, “Is 

this not what I said to you God? I knew this would happen, so in order to forestall I fled to 

Tarshish because I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and 

abundant in mercy.” Do you hear what he was saying? He was saying, “God, I didn’t want 

to go to Nineveh because I didn’t want them to experience Your grace and forgiveness.” 

Jonah was looking through his self-righteous eyes at the people of Nineveh. Yes, Jonah 

was a prophet of God, but he was still just a man who needed just as much grace and mercy 

to be saved as the Ninevites. Nineveh was known for their wickedness, their idolatry, their 

cruelty, and their murder. Because of this, it was easy to despise them and look down upon 

them. Jonah saw their problems but failed to see his own. So, Jonah looked upon them with 

great resentment. Jonah was acting much like the older brother of the prodigal son in Luke 

15. He should have been rejoicing and celebrating of how God had worked, but instead he 

was critical, selfish, angry, and miserable. The real problem wasn’t the sin of the Ninevites 

or even that God had intervened. The real problem in that moment was the condition of 

Jonah’s heart. Warren Wiersbe said it well, “The heart of every problem is the problem 

of the heart.” This is why when it comes to God’s will we are reminded that God isn’t 

merely looking for outward obedience. He is wanting our wholehearted obedience. 

Ephesians 6:6 specifically instructs us that we are to be “doing the will of God from the 

heart.” This was clearly not the case with Jonah.  
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Jonah’s attitude and actions reveal that he had much prejudice towards the Ninevites. 

Remember, Nineveh was certainly a wicked city made up of wicked people who were 

doing whatever they wanted to. I can certainly understand Jonah’s reservation and even 

disgust. However, that didn’t give him a right to try to play the role of God. That didn’t 

give him a right to tell God what he would or wouldn’t do. That didn’t give him a right to 

try to manipulate God. Because of Jonah’s animosity and bigotry towards the Ninevites, 

he did the bare minimum that God required and he was half-hearted in it.  

Jonah’s actions reveal a great failure in loving God supremely and loving others as we 

should. If we truly love God, we will love the things that are most important to Him. 

There is nothing more important to Him than people. So, while we must always stand 

against sin itself, we should always strive to have genuine compassion and concern for 

sinners. Jonah seems to have hated the sin and the sinner. As a result, he had great animosity 

towards the Ninevites. He saw them as an enemy that deserved God’s wrath, and it appears 

that he even wanted that to happen. The last thing that Jonah wanted was for these people 

to experience God’s blessings. Friend, I want to remind us today that we don’t have the 

right to pick and choose where we will go, who we will minister to, and what the outcome 

will be. God determines these things, and He has already called us to go into all the world 

and make disciples of ALL men. Jonah’s self-righteous antagonism revealed his desire for 

power. It does the same in our own lives. When we harbor resentment towards others and 

think ill of them constantly, it is a sign that there are deeper issues in our heart that must 

be addressed. 

C. Selfish Ambition 

When we act in sinful anger, it always leads us to where Jonah was – putting our will or 

desire above anything and everything else. That is exactly what Jonah did. Please never 

forget that unrighteous anger feeds our ego and produces the poison of selfishness in 

the heart. 

Verse 5 says, “Then Jonah went out from the city.” In other words, Jonah wanted to get 

away from the people, but most importantly he wanted to get away from God. This sounds 

familiar, doesn’t it? Jonah is now reverting to his normal pattern. God speaks, God calls, 

God asks, and Jonah chooses to do his own thing. We saw this in Jonah 1 and we saw what 

that led him to. It took something dramatic to get Jonah’s attention before he finally turned 

back to God. He turned to God, God gave another opportunity, and Jonah obeyed. But now 

God is working in a way that is different than what Jonah wanted. In fact, he even says, 

“God, I was afraid this was going to happen.” He gets completely angry with how gracious 

and forgiving God is. In his mind, these people don’t deserve God’s mercy. So God asks, 

“Jonah, do you have reason to be angry?” Notice, Jonah doesn’t deny his anger. He is 

indeed angry, and his anger will soon turn to bitterness. Anger that is not dealt with honestly 

becomes bitterness which turns toxic and eventually seeps out. Those who have unresolved 

anger usually find the negative in just about anything. This bitterness taints everything they 

see so, instead of viewing the world through eyes of grace, they view it through eyes of 

bitterness. This is where Jonah was. He didn’t want to talk to God right now. God had 
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asked Jonah a question, but Jonah didn’t want to answer. His selfish ambition was to ignore 

and reject reality. He could’ve rejoiced in how God was working and celebrated with the 

Ninevites the amazing change that had been brought, but he wanted nothing to do with it. 

He isolated himself, ran from the joyous occasion, and abandoned his place of ministry. 

He could have stayed and help the people learn more about God and His plan for their lives. 

But, he was only interested in himself and what he wanted, so he built a shelter, and threw 

himself a pity party. His motto was, “It’s my party and I’ll cry and pout and whine if I want 

to.” What a sad picture of this prophet of God. But, this wasn’t all. He finally sat under the 

shade of his little hut and set his focus on the city in hopes that God would still judge the 

city and overthrow it. Jonah had so much to offer these new believers, but once again, he 

disobeyed God and fled the opportunity and the responsibility that God was putting before 

him. His selfish ambition hindered him from all of that. He wanted what he wanted, and 

when God did something else he didn’t like it.  

D. Serious Apathy 

The word “apathy” literally means “a lack of concern.” The word is used to describe those 

who have a sense of coldness about them. They simply don’t care. This is where Jonah 

was. He was so self-absorbed in his own will and desires, so now that God is doing 

something completely different than he wanted, he had no real concern for the people of 

Nineveh nor the burden to minister to them. Because he wanted control, which he could 

never fully have, he turned to a place of no concern, no burden, and no health. His apathy 

is seen in what he asked of God. In verse 3 he prayed to God for the second time in the 

book. And notice what he prayed. He prayed, “O Lord, please take my life from me, for 

death is better to me than life.” Can we grasp that this is a prophet of God? He is so 

indifferent that he’d rather just die and get it over with. Think about the contrast here 

between his first prayer in Jonah 2 and his second prayer in Jonah 4. Jonah’s first prayer 

came from a broken and repentant heart. His second prayer, here, came from a bitter and 

resentful heart. In his first prayer, Jonah asked God to save him, but here in the second 

prayer, he asks God to take his life. Jonah had become so callous and cold that literally he 

would rather die than not get his own way. Fortunately, God is indeed a God of grace, 

compassion, and mercy. Because He is all these things and more, God continued to pursue 

Jonah to draw him back to a relationship and put him on the right path.  

II. The Prescription for Our Need for Power (vs. 6-11) 

It is here that we see a turning point in the passage. Remember, we have said it all along, God 

relentlessly pursues prodigals. God had spoken directly to Jonah. He has just asked Jonah a 

question. He was basically asking him, “Why are you so angry? Do you truly have a legitimate 

reason?” Instead of talking to God openly and confessing what was on his heart and mind, Jonah 

turns his shoulder. It’s as if he is saying, “God, I don’t want to talk to You.” He is acting like a 

defiant child with his hands over his ears. He wants nothing to do with hearing and communicating 

with God in the moment. Though Jonah was done at the moment with talking to God, God wasn’t 

done talking to him. When Jonah wouldn’t hear directly from God, God would still speak, but He 

would use another circumstance or situation to speak to Jonah. In this case, He used a simple plant 
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to communicate to Jonah. Verse 6 tells us that the Lord appointed a plant. By the way, this is same 

exact phrase that was used to describe God’s purpose for the great fish. God caused a plant to raise 

up quickly that provided much needed shade and refreshment for Jonah. Jonah responded with 

great joy. He was elated to have this plant which provided some shade, cooler temperatures, and 

relief from the hot sun. He was more excited over the plant than he was about the salvation of an 

entire city of people. Why? Because the plant benefited and blessed him. It was all about him. 

However, the relief was short lived. God also appointed a worm to attack the plant and suddenly 

the plant withered and was gone. The tree was going away just as quickly as it had come. Once 

the plant was dead the sun came up again and shined brightly on Jonah. He was hot and miserable 

and feeling hopeless. He felt such despair that “he begged (God) with all his soul to die, saying 

‘Death is better to me than life’.” Then God brings up the question again, “Jonah, do you have 

good reason to be angry about the plant?” God’s calling and questions demand an answer. He is 

not going away. He is saying, “Jonah, I’m still here. I’m still calling.” God is causing Jonah to stop 

and consider his attitude and his actions. Sadly, what we see in this moment is that Jonah was more 

concerned about his own comfort that was provided by this plant than he was for the people of 

Nineveh. Sitting in the shade and watching their judgment was more important to him than sharing 

the Gospel and celebrating their repentance. God is using this circumstance once again to get his 

attention and bring him back to a right relationship. It is here that we begin to see the solution to 

letting go of our control and yielding to the control of God.  

A. Relate to God Honestly 

After God asks the question, now for a second time, Jonah finally responds to God. He 

says, “Yes, I have good reason to be angry, even to death.” Now, please understand that I 

am not condoning Jonah’s words here; however, I am saying that in order for us to let go 

of control and yield to God we should start by being honest with God. Jonah’s logic is 

ludicrous in this moment. His mind isn’t clear, and he is responding emotionally. I don’t 

think that there is a single person here who would agree that someone’s life should be 

contingent on whether or not they have a certain plant to give them shade. While his logic 

was faulty, he was now beginning to have honest conversation with God about what he felt 

and what was going on in his heart and mind. For many of us, God can’t deal with depths 

of our issues until we decide to get honest with God and with others. We can try to hide 

from God and from others. We can put on a mask. We can make ourselves busy and even 

give the appearance that we are doing good things. But even in this, we can remain only 

on the surface level without dealing with the deep issues of the heart. In order to move 

forward we must get honest with God. It’s as if God says, “Now, Jonah, do you really have 

a good reason to be angry about the plant?” Jonah finally responds, “Yes, God, I have a 

legitimate reason and it’s so important that it was worth my life.” And God, says, “Well, 

Jonah, let’s talk about that. Why is this plant so important to you? Is this really what this 

is about? Jonah, let’s focus on why this is so important to you.” The point is that we can’t 

overcome our desire and need for control until we first begin relating to God honestly and 

let Him work in our hearts in each area of struggle. And, friend, I remind you that He 

invites us to bring it all to Him. 1 Peter 5:7 reminds us that we are to be “casting all your 

anxiety on Him, because He cares for you.”  
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B. Recognize Your Own Limitations 

Now that God has Jonah’s attention and they are now talking about the matter, God points 

out something interesting about the plant. He said, “Jonah you had genuine compassion 

and concern for this plant, but are you the one who planted it? Are you the one who caused 

it to grow? Are you the one who gave it life? Are you the one who created it? Are you the 

one who told it where to go? Are you the one that caused it to soar towards the sky? Are 

you the one who caused it grow overnight?” The answer to this was obvious. Jonah knew 

that he hadn’t done any of those things. Jonah didn’t even have the power to create a plant. 

He didn’t have the power to tell it how high to be. He could’ve possibly planted the plant 

earlier, but he didn’t know that he would be at the top of this hill. He had no foresight or 

forethought to the situation. The point is that God was showing Jonah and teaching Jonah 

an important lesson – God is God and we are not. He has all power and authority. He alone 

has the power to cause a plant to rise and cause it to die. He alone commands all of creation. 

When we recognize our own limitations, it causes us to look to God for His help and His 

wisdom in all things. It was this reality of God’s power over all creation that stirred David’s 

heart. In Psalm 8:1,3-4 he said, “O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is Your name in all the 

earth, who have displayed Your splendor above the heavens!...When I consider Your 

heavens, the work of Your fingers, the moon and the stars, which You have ordained; what 

is man that You take thought of him, and the son of man that You care for him?”  

C. Release Control to God 

The reality that God is God and we are not is a reality that will never be changed. We may 

try to ignore it, we may put other idols in His rightful place, and we may even try to make 

ourselves out to be God. However, none of that changes the reality that God alone is God. 

He alone is omniscient, knowing all things. He alone is omnipresent, in all places at all 

times. And He alone is omnipotent, being all-powerful with no limitation or hindrance. 

This simple truth beckons and calls for us to come to one logical conclusion - we must 

repent of our control and release our lives and our situations into His care.  

God brings Jonah to a climactic moment. He looks at the great compassion and care that 

Jonah has placed on this plant that he benefited from on a single day. He had so much 

compassion for the plant that he was broken and in despair when the plant was gone. So, 

God speaks and asks, “Should I not have compassion on this great city where 120,000 have 

been living blindly in their sin?” In other words, “Jonah, it’s not up to you who should and 

shouldn’t receive compassion.” We know God’s character and desire from other passages 

of Scripture. 2 Peter 3:9 reminds us that God is not willing that any would perish, but that 

all would come to repentance. Just as Jonah had the right to have compassion on the plant, 

God certainly had the right to have compassion on the entire city of Nineveh and ultimately 

on the entire world. This compassion and grace He has shown to all by giving of His Son 

so that all can be saved.  

This amazing book of Jonah has quite an odd ending. It is only one of two books in the 

entire Bible that ends with a question. But it is interesting to note that, regardless of how 
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Jonah responded, the story starts with a word from God and God also has the final word. 

Scholars have debated for years how Jonah responded. What did he do? Did he repent? Did 

he get right with God? Did his heart change? The truth is that we don’t know and we won’t 

know until we get to heaven. I am convinced, though, that the most important question is 

not how Jonah responded to God’s compassion and grace. I am convinced that the most 

important question is how you and I today are answering God’s call. Do we agree with God 

that people are lost without Jesus Christ? Do we agree with God today that all people should 

be shown compassion and that all people need Jesus? Are we willing to obey God 

regardless of the cost? Are we willing to let go of our plans, our pride, our past, and our 

power? All of these questions and more are wrapped up in what God was asking Jonah. 

Though we don’t know how he answered and we certainly can’t answer for him, we can 

certainly answer for ourselves. And I pray that, with God’s help, we answer rightly for the 

glory of God and the good of others! 


