
JONAH AND JUSTICE, A STUDY IN LOVE 
 

JUSTICE 
Central theme in the book of Jonah 

 Is God just? 
 If God’s justice is to save Nineveh, why should I follow Him? 

Jonah’s sense of justice is hypocritical 
 Nineveh may be terrible and deserve destruction 

 BUT, so does Israel 

  And Israel knows better 
 Jonah deserves destruction for fleeing from God 

  Jonah gets redeemed 
  Jonah still complains at God’s redemption of Nineveh 

 
JUSTICE, RIGHTEOUSNESS, GRACE, MERCY 

A study in justice requires a look at related words 
 Justice 

 Righteousness 
 Grace 

Mercy 
Definitions 

DICTIONARY.COM 
Justice:  the administering of deserved punishment or reward.  

Righteous:  morally right or justifiable, characterized by 

uprightness or morality, virtuous. 
Mercy:  compassionate or kindly forbearance shown toward an 

offender, an enemy, or other person in one's power; 

compassion, pity, or benevolence: Have mercy on the poor sinner. 

Grace:  the freely given, unmerited favor and love of god.  

MY DEFENITIONS 

Justice:  Getting what you deserve 

Righteous:  Deserving good/reward 

Mercy:  Not getting what you deserve 

Grace:  Getting what you don’t deserve 

 

SO WHAT WAS JONAH’S THEOLOGICAL PROBLEM? 

Was Jonah’s judgment of Nineveh correct? 

 Yes, they were terrible people 

Did Nineveh deserve destruction? 

 Yes 

Was Jonah in the right by believing that Nineveh should be destroyed? 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/forbearance
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/the
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/love
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/god


 No – Israel had done terrible things themselves 

  And they knew better 

 Yes – two wrongs don’t make a right 

  Israel’s sin did not negate Nineveh’s  

Even God’s message was a message of destruction 

 Just “go to Nineveh and preach against it.”  b/c wicked (1:2) 

 “Go to Nineveh and proclaim the message I give you” (3:1) 

 “Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned” (3:4) 

So if Jonah was right, what was his theological problem? 

 

JONAH WAS MORE JUST THAN GOD 

Jonah’s problem with God was that he knew God was: 

 “a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding 

 in love, a God who relents from sending calamity.” 

Jonah knew that God would relent/change His mind if Nineveh repented 

But, justice demanded that Nineveh be destroyed 

Jonah knew and understood this 

 

SO WHY ARE WE SO HARD ON JONAH? 

 

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN WE FOCUS ON JUSTICE – WHAT IS RIGHT? 

Is “right” the right question? 

 Two problems 

  Either judgmental and miss own sin 

   Hypocritical 

  Or not do anything because realize own sin (incapacitate) 

   Afraid of being hypocritical 

 So asking if “right” leads to wrong actions 

 

SO WHAT SHOULD BE THE FOCUS? 

If being “right” is not the correct issue, what is? 

 How should Jonah have assessed his actions? 

 

Is God justice? 

 Does that word fully define Him? 

Is God righteousness? 

 Does that word fully define Him? 

Is God grace? 



 Does that word fully define Him? 

Is God mercy? 

 Does that word fully define Him? 

 

What word fully defines God? 

 Love (1 John 4:8, 4:16) 

 

THE WORST THING TO EVER HAPPEN TO MANKIND 

What is the worst thing to ever happen to mankind? 

 Tree of the “knowledge of good and evil” 

 Learning good and evil – learning right and wrong – learning the  

  concept of justice.  Gen 2:9, Gen 2:17, Gen 3:7 

 Adam and Eve had no concept of right and wrong 

  No concept of what they “deserved” 

  No sense of entitlement 

  No sense of shame 

 These things were never supposed to enter our relationship with God 

 But a sense of justice brings those into our relationship 

  And it creates havoc 

  It turns our relationship with God on its head 

  And does the same with our relationship to others 

 

Right and wrong, righteousness, justice 

 Kill us and condemn us 

 Tear us down 

 Bring shame into our lives 

 Make us impotent, inadequate 

 

Original sin was based on “justice” or “fairness” or “rightness” 

 Is it just for God to know good from evil when I don’t? (Gen 3:5) 

  This is the indictment the serpent has against God 

 Is it fair for God to know more than me? 

 Is it right for me to be below God? 

 

Our understanding of God’s righteousness/justice pulls us apart from God 

 We have to train ourselves to understand God’s grace in Christ in  

  order to be able to have a relationship with God. 

 Operating out of justice leads to death – because justice demands it 



  For all of us 

 

JOHAN’S PROBLEM WAS NOT HIS UNDERSTANDING OF GOD 

 Jonah gives amazingly accurate and beautiful picture of God 4:2 

 His problem was FOCUS:  he focused on justice/righteousness 

  Not on love 

 As a result he couldn’t see the forest from the trees 

  Because he missed his own in-justice/unrighteousness 

 

GOD DEFINED HIS JUSTICE OF NINEVEH THROUGH HIS LOVE  

See Jonah 4:2 – God dealt with Nineveh justly 

 As defined by His character of love outlined by Jonah in v 4:2 

 They repented so God turned from his plans 

  Just as he did for Israel so many times 

 Because a loving God included Grace and Mercy in his Justice 

Note:  God’s ultimate justice is dealt upon our deaths 

  Because of the loving atoning sacrifice of His Son  

   Justice allows redemption based on belief 

    A faith decision 

 

FOCUSING ON LOVE DOES NOT DIMINISH JUSTICE AND 

RIGHTEOUSNESS 

 It puts it in perspective.   

 It puts it in its place. 

Love defines God.  It is much more than a characteristic.  It is his essence.   

It explains his justice – cannot understand his justice without understanding

 his love 

  

LOVE IS RELATIONAL, JUSTICE IS NOT 

God’s love allows him to have a relationship with Jonah in the midst of 

Jonah’s arrogance.   

Justice would not allow that.    

Justice would demand that God deal with Jonah’s arrogance, pride and 

  judgmentalness.   

  

WE MUST DEAL WITH RIGHT AND WRONG BUT…. 

Don’t misunderstand 

 We now live in a world that understands right from wrong, good v. evil 



 We are now responsible for our actions in the realm. 

 But when that focus is put over love instead of the other way around 

  we miss the boat. 

The greatest commandment 

 Love God 

 Love your neighbor 

It was not “be just”  

it was not “avoid sin”   

We are to love 

 1 John 4:7-8 

 1 John 4:11 

We are to love because God first loved us. 

We are not to judge because God first judged us 

We are not to be righteous because God is righteous 

 We are righteous because God loved us so much that his son is an 

  Atoning sacrifice for us 1 John 4:10 

 We are righteous because he made us righteous 

 

JAY’S STORY 

In my office 

Feels Shame in relationship to God 

 B/c of what he has done 

 B/c he only turns to God when things are bad 

He is relating to God and Family through a filter of Justice & Righteousness 

 He will never be free 

 Because he can never live up to that standard 

  Only condemnation comes to us 

Talked to him about relationship 

 About how God loves him and wants to relate to him 

  God is not focused on Justice and Righteousness 

 About how his family wants to relate to him 

  Can’t do it if he is wallowing in shame – Justice Focus 

He totally lit up when I explained God’s love to him 

 Greatest commandment 

 Shifted his focus 

 

SO WHAT IS LOVE? 

 



(Dictionary.com – feelings of affection, sex, etc.) 

 

unconditionally wanting what is best for someone 

 Not giving them what they want 

 Not doing what they want 

 May be the exact opposite 

 Involves free choice 

 Involves interaction with others 

  Relational – one on one 

  Relational – how it affects others 

 Requires consequences and a balance of Justice, Grace and Mercy 

 

LOVE IS AT THE TOP OF THE PYRAMID 

 Any other characteristic that is not defined with love is out of whack 

  Ie:  justice/righteousness without love gives us 

   Jonah 

   The older son 

   The religious leaders 

   The first workers 

   Resentment  

   Frustration 

   judgmentalness 

   Hell for everyone 

  Ie:  Grace and mercy without love gives us 

   Anarchy 

   Injustice 

   Self-centeredness 

   Heaven becomes hell 

Justice, Grace and Mercy defined by love give us 

 The prodigal son 

 The last workers 

 The woman caught in adultery 

 Israel 

 THE CROSS 

 

THIS THEME OF JUSTICE WITHOUT LOVE V. JUSTICE WITH LOVE IS 

ALL OVER JESUS’ TEACHINGS 

 



John 8:3-11 

Woman caught in adultery 

This story fits in because 

 Justice says the women should be stoned 

  like Ninevah 

 Justice says the leaders should also be judged 

  like Israel 

 Jesus is merciful/graceful to both 

  he does not condemn the woman 

  he does not condemn the leaders 

The woman appears to receive grace/mercy 

 Because grace has been given to the leaders (Israel) 

  If the leaders had been perfect, the woman would have been 

   Killed 

 Since no one condemned her (no one was without sin), JC says 

 “then neither do I condemn you” 

Justice leads to one of two problems 

 Judgmental – which is how they started out 

  Kill her 

 Incapacitated – which is how they ended up 

  Walking away – without addressing the issue 

Love leads to a different outcome 

 Understanding what she deserves 

 Able to give grace 

 Still addressing the problem 

 

Matthew 20:1-16 

Workers in the vineyard 

Great example of looking at something from two perspectives 

 First workers – Justice, Fairness and Right and Wrong 

 God – Grace, Mercy and Justice as defined by love 

  He is just to the first workers 

   He keeps his promise by giving them exactly what they 

    Agreed he would 

   It was a fair wage for the work they did 

   This is justice through loving eyes 

  His dealings with the last workers is based on love 

   They did not earn anything 



   But out of his love he chose to bless them 

   They were recipients of Grace based on his love 

   There was nothing unjust about it 

 

Luke 15:11-32 

Prodigal Son 

Focus on the older son 

Similar to Jonah 

 Angry 

 Claims he had been slaving for dad for years 

 Claims his dad never gave him anything 

 Claims he is being treated unfairly 

  In light of how his brother is treated 

Dad points out that he has and will give his son everything 

 Which son seems to forget 

 Forgets that he has been fed, clothed, employed etc 

Son is not upset with dad 

 When his brother takes off 

 Prior to his brother returning 

Older son is only upset with dad 

 Because his brother receives grace/mercy 

The son’s sense of justice is rattled 

 Justice says that the older son be given the fatted calf 

  (even the younger son thinks this) 

The Father never disagrees with the older son’s sense of justice 

 He agrees that the older son will get all the Father has 

The Father is just tempering justice with grace and mercy because of his

 love for the younger son 

 

Note: 

However, if the audience realizes that JC is talking about Israel 

 They should know that the older son is not being accurate 

 Israel has disobeyed, many, many times 

The religious leaders (like the older son, like Jonah) seem to have selective

 memories 

The younger son, like Nineveh deserves nothing but destruction 

 Like Nineveh, though, the younger son understands this 

 He does not expect anything of the Father 



 He simply asks for something, like Nineveh 

 He repents (does a 180 as Doug says) 

Israel, at this point, is like the older son – never repents 

Like Jonah – never repents 

 

ISSUES ARE THINGS THAT I AM TRYING TO WORK OUT IN MY OWN 

LIFE 

Dealing with my family 

 I become incapacitated because of my own sense of right and wrong 

Understand my own failings, so how do I have the right to 

address my wife’s or children’s behavior? 

Jeff turned the questions on its head by changing my focus 

 Don’t focus on whether I am right or wrong 

  Focus on whether I am loving my family 

   Changes how I address everything 

    I can’t ignore issues 

    But I deal with them in loving way 


