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Good morning and welcome. My name is Preston McGee. I’m a Deacon and on staff here at 
City Life if you haven’t met me. We are continuing our vision series looking at what we mean 
when we say City Life Church seeks to renew cities socially, spiritually and culturally with the 
gospel of Jesus Christ. Today we are looking at the heart of Mercy & Justice through the story 
of Jonah. Let’s pray.


You know I don’t preach often but when I do it’s really… terrifying. I always seem to go through 
the same process when I’m asked to preach. Jonathan will ask me to preach (or just write my 
name on the schedule) and my initial response is always - hmm, interesting. Followed by three 
weeks of me acting like it’s not going to happen. Doing anything I can to avoid thinking about it 
or making any progress on it. As the time draws closer I might even hope I’ll get sick or maybe 
be in a minor accident. Ultimately, none of those things happen. I’m confronted with the reality 
that one way or another I am going to preach. In my distress I beg the Lord for help. He shows 
mercy. I produce a sermon. I deliver a sermon. I have no control over what the Lord does with it 
at that point. Then I have a choice to make. I can trust that the Lord will use that sermon to 
whatever end he sees fit and enjoy his mercy in the act of being obedient to his call. OR I could 
wish I was dead because it didn’t go the way I wanted it to. We’ll see what happens today.


If you are familiar with the story of Jonah then my situation might ring a bell. Jonah the 
“reluctant prophet” some have called him. Called by God to go to Nineveh and “call out 
against it, for their evil has come up before me.” 1:2. Jonah instead does the exact opposite. 
He flees for Tarshish which is way far away in the exact opposite direction from where God had 
called him to go. Why? We don’t find out until chapter 4 that Jonah is in disagreement with the 
very character of God and wants nothing to do with what God is asking him. And though he 
runs and hides, God won't let him off the hook. God hurls a great storm at the boat, even the 
pagan sailors put him to shame with their repentance and eventually he attempts to sacrifice 
himself by being tossed overboard only to be swallowed by a big fish where he ends up 
praying a very beautiful and poetic prayer acknowledging that ‘Salvation belongs to the Lord’ 
After getting vomited up on dry land he goes and gives sort of a lackluster version of God’s 
proclamation to the city of Nineveh. At which point all the people and even the animals repent. 
God relents from destroying them and Jonah ends up right where he was when the story 
started. Angry and offended at God’s mercy towards a people he despised.


Jonah is weird, but it’s also beautiful. I wish we could dive into the details a little more but we 
just don’t have time for that today. But in the story of Jonah we do see clearly three 
characteristics of God’s mercy. God’s mercy is Sometimes Painful, it’s Not just for me, and it 
is Always Just. 


Sometimes Painful 
What is Jonah about? Is Jonah a story of rebellion? judgment? evangelism? It’s about all those 
things but at it’s core it’s a story about God’s undeserved mercy and his pursuit to show us that 
mercy. But, sometimes his pursuit is painful. 


In Ch. 1 Jonah flees immediately after the Lord calls him to Nineveh. Where does he head? Not 
just far away to Tarshish, but down. The words here are very intentional. Pay attention. He goes 
down to Joppa to find the ship, then went down into the ship, then later we see even further 
down into the inner part of the ship. Eventually into the sea in the belly of the great fish. His 
trajectory is down, down, down, away from the presence of the Lord of light. The light is on the 
surface. Living in obedience to God, but Jonah is deep in the bowels of the ship and he is fast 



asleep to God. A literal storm is raging in Jonah’s world, but he is sleeping like a baby because 
he is tucked away from the face of God. 


You ever get sick of it all and just withdraw? I do it all the time. I feel like that right now. We 
have to find a new gathering space, we’re still divided over repercussions of the pandemic, 
political events, social injustices, not to mention the everyday stress of raising kids, jam packed 
schedules, trying to maintain a marriage. When life gets like this I often disengage and turn into 
zombie Preston. Find a Youtube rabbit hole, binge comedy specials, stay up way too late. 
Anything to take my mind off of what the Lord has put in front of me. And what happens? My 
relationships suffer, my health suffers, people around me suffer, but the storm hasn’t gone 
anywhere. It still rages above. 


But what do we know about the storm in this story? Look at verse 4 - the Lord sent the storm. 
What if instead of trying to escape the storms of life we acknowledge them? Instead of running 
from the face of God we sought the face of God? Lord, what are you teaching me through this? 
What are you calling me to pay attention to, repent of?


The storm isn’t the only pain the Lord uses to rouse Jonah. God also sends the vine to grow 
and shade Jonah from the elements only to send the worm moments later to destroy Jonah’s 
relief and let the hot wind and sun drive him to be faint. Why? What was Jonah doing? He was 
camped out east of the city watching and hoping that God might not relent in his judgment but 
instead bring the destruction to Nineveh that he thought they deserved. He was pouting that he 
didn’t get his way! 


In bringing the vine and then taking it away God was trying to draw Jonah out of his navel 
gazing self-pity and resentment to look up. Jonah was happier about the plant than he was the 
people. He cared more about what God gave him than about what God was trying to do 
through him and in him. What God was doing for other people. Church, God is willing to make 
us uncomfortable for his glory but also for our good. Where is the Lord pressing you right now? 
What pain in life has God hurled into your path? Don’t run and hide from it. Seek the face of 
God in the midst of it. Ask the Lord why is this here. What are you trying to tell me? What do 
you want me to see? His purposes for those pains are not accidental. And we’ll see next what 
God is trying to help Jonah see about himself.


Not just for me 
What about God’s mercy for others? It can be tempting to hold a double standard when we 
think of God’s mercy. Jonah prays two prayers in this book. One in chapter two and one in 
chapter 4. Both prayers are in response to God’s mercy. The first prayer in Ch. 2 is in response 
to God’s gift of life instead of death for Jonah. The prayer is actually a Psalm of thanksgiving. 
He knows he was headed towards death and he is grateful that the Lord spared him. He even 
goes so far as to declare that “Salvation belongs to the Lord”! Yes, he gets it! But look at the 
second prayer. The one in Ch. 4. In response to God’s mercy towards Nineveh.  And he prayed 
to the Lord and said, “O Lord, is not this what I said when I was yet in my country? That is why I 
made haste to flee to Tarshish; for I knew that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to 
anger and abounding in steadfast love, and relenting from disaster. 3 Therefore now, O Lord, 
please take my life from me, for it is better for me to die than to live.” (Jon 4:2–3). What 
happened Jonah? I thought salvation belonged to the Lord? You can see the functional 
breakdown of Jonah’s beliefs. Jonah believed he deserved mercy but the Ninevites didn’t. See, 
Nineveh was the capitol city of Assyria, the most violent, brutal and cruel nation on the planet 
at this point in time. And some years later they would be the agent of Israel’s destruction. 
That’s a tough spot for Jonah. I get it. But of all people, I mean Jonah is a prophet of God. He’s 
hearing directly from God and he’s experienced God’s mercy in a mighty way. But Jonah’s 



national identity and the accompanying worldview is eclipsing the very God who called him. 
And he knows it. Look in his prayer - “Is this not what I said” then he recites Ex. 34:6 - the Lord 
is gracious, merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. Jonah has head 
knowledge of God’s mercy, but his heart is far from God’s heart. He’s grateful to receive God’s 
mercy but loathe to give it. 


What about you? It’s 2021. We have no lack of perceived enemies these days. Those on the 
other side of the political aisle from you, that one relationship that you think is irreconcilable. 
Whoever comes to mind when you look around for someone to blame for the mess we’re in 
(whatever mess you might be thinking of - national, local, personal). Who comes to mind? Are 
they not worthy of God’s mercy? Of course not! Neither are you! Neither am I. That’s the point. 
When we forget that simple fact, that none are righteous before a Holy God, then it gets pretty 
easy to sit in bitterness like Jonah. Because we start to put ourselves in the seat of authority 
and judge. We get to act like we can earn it. You see, Jonah didn’t misunderstand God. Jonah 
disagreed with God. Jonah’s heart was not aligned with God’s heart. And God lovingly, 
graciously, patiently reminds Jonah (although painfully) - “should I not pity Nineveh that great 
city”. No one is outside the grasp of God’s mercy!


What if our hearts are out of alignment? How do we true our hearts to God’s heart? It depends. 
Where is your heart? Do you seek justice but hold onto bitterness? Do you long for 
righteousness while looking down your nose at the destitute and addicted? In your City Group, 
I guarantee there are people on different ends of the spectrum from you. That’s one of the 
reasons why we don’t have separate stand alone mercy ministries here at City Life. The hope 
and goal is for each City Group to adopt their own mercy ministry in the city allowing the 
different gifts of your group to be used and also to help one another grow in mercy, 
compassion and justice. When you serve together issues will arise and you’ll have lots of 
opportunities to remember and work out that God’s mercy is not just for you. It’s for your 
neighbor, it’s for the needy, it’s even for people who see things differently than you do.


Always Just 
Finally, we come to the heart of the issue. There’s no doubt looking at this story that God is 
merciful, but is God’s mercy just? Jonah has a real concern for justice, or so it seems. But it’s 
interesting to look at all of the acts of mercy in this story - God’s mercy to the pagan sailors, to 
a rebellious Jonah himself and ultimately to Nineveh. But through all of these Jonah only 
objects to God’s mercy in one instance. The one he can’t stomach. The one he disagrees with. 
See Jonah’s sense of justice is short sighted, narrow-minded, and inconsistent. Thank God we 
aren’t at the mercy of Jonah’s justice. No, because we have a better Jonah. One who sees the 
worst of humanity and runs not away from it, but toward it. Not with bitter resentment, but with 
open arms on a cross saying father forgive them. Is God’s mercy just? You better believe it. Sin 
doesn’t go unpunished. Jesus, the son of God, the only sinless one paid the price for your sin 
and mine. So that we could be justified before a Holy God. That’s how much he loves you. But 
he doesn’t just love you and me. His mercy is not only for you and me. His mercy is for your 
enemy. For those who annoy you. For those you disagree with. Mercy and justice meet on the 
cross in an act that changes everything. That’s good news! God’s mercy is always just. And he  
calls us to share his mercy with others because he loves them too. Jared Wilson says, “the 
story of Jonah is in fact more proof that, believe it or not, God loves sinners.” 


So let’s go church. Let’s not keep this mercy to ourselves. Let’s share the wealth of God’s love 
and undeserved kindness with the city. It’s been a rough couple of years. It's been easy to 
hunker down and just lookout for ourselves. Let’s not stay there. Gather this week in your City 
Groups, dust off your mercy ministry engagement or start a discussion about where God might 
be leading your group. I know we need to do that in our group. We have a list of non-profits on 



our website that we’ve worked with in the past. Hit one of those up or ask me. I’d love to help 
you get connected to one.


You know there is an interesting ending to the book of Jonah. There is sort of a cliffhanger. We 
don’t really know whether Jonah came around or not. But most scholars agree that he did. 
How is that? Well, we have the book of Jonah. I don’t know about you, but I’m not usually 
willing to put my failures out there unless I’ve learned from them and want to help others to not 
make the same mistakes I have. Let’s learn from Jonah. Let’s be a people who are so 
enamored with God’s mercy that we can’t keep it to ourselves. Let’s pray.

 


      


