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INTRODUCTION 

The book of Jonah is a fascinating book in the Scriptures. It is said to be the best known yet least 
understood in the Bible. The book is the most biographical of all the Minor Prophets and the 
least prophetic. The story of the prophet itself is the message. Children love to read the dramatic 
narrative. But beneath its seemingly simple story are profound spiritual truths. For instance, it is 
unique in the OT as it is only book, which illustrates and teaches the resurrection of the Lord 
Jesus Christ.   

Most people focus on the great fish, but the real focus on this book is the Sovereignty of 
God. God is mentioned more than 35 times in 4 chapters. We will see God exert His sovereignty 
over the elements of nature, animals, and over the lives and hearts of men. The expressions such 
as “the Lord prepared” demonstrate this explicitly. No one can resist the sovereign power of God, 
even backslidden prophets must bow the knee. 

The book especially underlines the great truth that salvation is not by the works of man 
but by grace because “salvation is of the Lord” (Jonah 2:9). We will see God extend mercy and grace 
to heathen sailors, a rebellious prophet, and the people of Nineveh. Ironically, most Christians 
do not have a problem with God’s sovereignty over nature, but many chafe against the doctrine 
that God is sovereign over the salvation of men.  

TIME 

The timing is somewhere in the middle for the Eighth century BC, around the time of Elijah and 
Elisha. Jonah may well have been a student of these great prophets and even graduated from the 
schools of the prophets. The timing of the book is drawn from the reference to Jonah in 2 Kings 
14:25 during the reign of Jeroboam II, the king of Israel. 

He restored the coast of Israel from the entering of Hamath unto the sea of the plain, 
according to the word of the LORD God of Israel, which He spake by the hand of His 
servant Jonah, the son of Amittai, the prophet, which was of Gathhepher. (2 Kings 14:25) 

This verse helps us to track him down and fill in some of the pieces of the jigsaw of his 
background.  

SOCIETY 

Jonah was a prophet from the northern kingdom who exercised a ministry in the north. This 
would have been around 150 years after Solomon. Israel was in a period of spiritual decline with 
another wicked king on the throne, “And he did that which was evil in the sight of the LORD: he 
departed not from all the sins of Jeroboam the son of Nebat, who made Israel to sin.” (2 Kings 14:24) 

Although the judgment of God was heavy and “bitter” on the nation for their sin through 
the Assyrians, God extended grace to these undeserving people, “For the LORD saw the affliction of 
Israel, that it was very bitter: for there was not any shut up, nor any left, nor any helper for Israel. And the 
LORD said not that he would blot out the name of Israel from under heaven: but he saved them by the hand of 
Jeroboam the son of Joash” (2 Kings 14:26-27).  

Grace is undeserved favour whereby the person receives the opposite of what they 
deserve. It is a gift that costs everything to the giver and nothing to the receiver. The Lord is a 
God of grace (Exod. 34:6). God extended grace to the rebellious Israelites by restoring “the coast 
of Israel from the entering of Hamath unto the sea of the plain.” The ancient boundaries were almost fully 
restored. It must be noted, that God does not always deal with His rebellious people by 
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chastisement. There are times that He seeks to draw them to repentance by extending grace. 
That is one reason why we cannot simply judge the spiritual state of a person, church or a nation 
by their material circumstances. Israel often flourished materially during its darkest days or 
rebellion.  

God used Jonah as the voice of grace. The prophet witnessed this mercy and grace being 
extended to a people who certainly did not deserve it. Despite Jonah’s exposure to the 
undeserving grace of God in his own life and to His own people, this was the very thing he 
struggles with when God extended it to Nineveh. This book opens to us a window into the heart 
of God for lost sinners. Fairbairn put it well, 

…..whenever and wherever God is pleased to manifest of his grace and goodness, it is 
our part to acknowledge and rejoice in the manifestation. It may possibly be done 
through instruments that we should not have expected to be peculiarly honoured, or in 
regions which are in a manner cut off from our sympathies and regards. That such 
showers of blessing should descend there, while scarcely a drop falls where our desires 
and efforts are mainly engaged, may often appear strange, and may even be felt to be 
mortifying, as if what were given to the one were somehow withheld from the other. But 
this is to judge after the flesh.    

PRIVILEGE 

Jonah was a privileged man by a number of blessings extended to him: 

(1) He was called as a prophet of the Lord. This allowed him to stand in the presence of God 
and hear the prophetic word directly. Few had such a great honour. 

(2) His ministry had an impact on the lives of people. Unlike many of the other prophets, his 
prophecies were fulfilled before his very eyes, which no doubt increased his credibility in Israel. 
Somewhat uniquely his prophetic message simply prophesied blessings and grace upon Israel and 
we can presume that people welcomed this word. Doubtless, as a “blessings” prophet he had a 
positive image and standing in Israel society.  

(3) He exercised his ministry in Israel when at the same time there were great men of God 
preaching in the land such as Elijah and Elisha. These were times when God especially 
manifested His power in preaching and signs and wonders. Jonah may well have served with 
these men and been taught by them. At the very least, their leadership would have influenced 
him. 

(4) He would have had multiple opportunities to witness the ministry of those graduating from 
the schools of the prophets. Doubtless, Jonah had many seasons of fellowship with this faithful 
remnant, who refused to bow the knee to Baal.  

When Jonah is sent by God, he is in all likelihood, no amateur but a seasoned prophet. The 
knowledge of his reputation and standing seems to be assumed by the writer, which suggests that 
the events occurred after his ministry in 2 Kings 14. His comment in chapter 4 adds further 
evidence that he had seen God’s grace powerfully at work to the undeserving, “for I knew that thou 
art a gracious God, and merciful, slow to anger, and of great kindness, and repentest thee of the evil.” (Jonah 
4:1-2) 

But no past privilege, no past obedience, no past blessing can substitute for present 
obedience to the Word of God! In fact such a past only serves to magnify the shame of present 
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disobedience. Great men of God have fallen in maturity - David was in early fifties when he fell 
with Bathsheba; Noah was over 600 years old when he fell into drunkenness; and Moses was 120 
years old when he smote the rock in anger. It is one thing to begin well, but another to continue 
on consistently, and quite another to end well. 

 This book will show us that God can still use unfaithful servants for His glory. For, 
Jonah is the world’s worst missionary, yet God uses him to prove “salvation is of the Lord” (Jonah 
2:9). The story also reveals the method God often uses to bring His errant child back into 
obedience. It shows how God can achieve multiple purposes through the same incidents e.g. 
saving Gentile sailors and Ninevehites, while at the same time chastising Jonah and restoring 
him.  

 
Now the  word o f  the  LORD came unto  Jonah the  son o f  Amit ta i ,  say ing ,  Arise ,  go  to  Nineveh ,  that  gr ea t  

c i t y ,  and cry  aga ins t  i t ;  f o r  the i r  wi ckedness  i s  come up be for e  me .  (v1-2)  

Right from the beginning of this book, we see the sovereignty and omniscience of God 
exemplified. It is He who sends His servants and it is He who tells them what they should 
preach. No man can appoint himself to being a prophet of God. It is God who sovereignly saves 
people and then calls particular people to particular places for particular purposes.  

The Lord also reminds Jonah by this statement that He sees every sin and takes note of it 
“their wickedness is come up before me.” This is not just true of Israel but of other nations also. 
Jehovah is the God of Nineveh as well as the God of Israel. His sovereignty is not limited to the 
borders of Israel. Some people imagine that Jehovah of the OT is harsh and disinterested in the 
Gentiles. But the Book of Jonah reveals that even in the Old Testament God did not forget the 
Gentiles (Romans 3:29).  

As a prophet of God, Jonah should have been fully prepared to obey the command of 
God. Elijah (1 Kings 17:8-24) and Elisha (2 Kings 8:7-15) had set a precedent in undertaking 
missions to the Gentiles. God’s people were meant to be a witness to the nations, 

God be merciful unto us, and bless us; and cause his face to shine upon us; Selah. That 
thy way may be known upon earth, thy saving health among all nations. (Psa. 67:1-2) 

The message Jonah was required to preach was a powerful one against sin and calling for 
repentance “cry against it.” Despite the positive, anaemic messages that characterize much of what 
passes for preaching today, this is a constant theme of preaching in the Bible. Ray Pritchard 
pointedly observes, 

Note what Jonah was to do. Go to Nineveh and “preach against it.” This is not “God 
loves you and has a wonderful plan for your life.” It’s not “your best life now.” This is 
Bad News from Almighty God. 

NINEVEH 

The Assyrian nation was the world superpower of that day. Nineveh was the impressive capital 
city of the great empire of the Assyrians. It was located in modern Iraq near the city of Mosul, on 
the Tigris River. Nineveh was about 500 miles north east of where Jonah was. The Assyrians 
were a great threat to Israel and eventually the nation would fall to them in 722 BC.  
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The people of Nineveh were feared and reviled by their neighbours in equal measure. 
The Assyrians were the Nazis of the ancient world. In a day of heartless cruelty, their reputation 
excelled all their contemporaries. Nahum called it a bloody city (Nahum 3:1). Even in the book 
of Jonah when the king calls his people to repentance, he specifies their violence (Jonah 3:8). 
They were notorious for their atrocities when conquering other nations such as burying their 
enemies alive, impaling people on sharp poles in the hot sun, and even skinning people alive. 
The ancient records of the Assyrians that survive today revel in their cruelty.  

But Jonah ros e  up to  f l e e  unto  Tarsh ish  f rom the  pres ence  o f  the  LORD (v3a) 

You would expect the next verse to read, “And Jonah the faithful prophet of the Lord headed 
immediately to preach where God had sent him.” For this was a tremendous opportunity to 
follow in the footsteps of Elijah and Elisha in ministering to Gentiles. In sharp contrast, we read, 
“But Jonah rose up to flee unto Tarshish from the presence of the LORD.” Instead of going north east to 
Nineveh Jonah went west towards Tarshish, thought to be modern Spain.  

WHY DID JONAH DISOBEY? 

Jonah’s problem was not that he did not understand, as he was not unused to receiving 
commissions from the Lord. His problem (like us often) was that he understood only too well. 
He just did not want to do it! It doesn’t seem that it was fear, as he seemed comfortable with 
being a prophet in dangerous times and later offered to die for a boat of heathen sailors. It 
wasn’t tiredness as he had the energy to go to Tarshish, which was much further. Nor was it a 
financial problem, as he had the resources to pay his fare for the much longer trip to Tarshish.  

The answer is found in chapter four, after Jonah had witnessed firsthand the grace of 
God extended to Nineveh,  

But it displeased Jonah exceedingly, and he was very angry. And he prayed unto the 
LORD, and said, I pray thee, O LORD, was not this my saying, when I was yet in my 
country? Therefore I fled before unto Tarshish: for I knew that thou art a gracious God, 
and merciful, slow to anger, and of great kindness, and repentest thee of the evil. (Jonah 
4:1-2) 

This verse proves that Jonah knew his theology and his Bible well. He understood perfectly what 
God had revealed about His character to Moses, “The LORD, The LORD God, merciful and 
gracious, longsuffering, and abundant in goodness and truth” (Exod. 34:6).  

Jonah’s problem was effectively with God. He disliked the thought that God would 
extend saving grace to the hated Assyrians. It was not that he was sceptical of the power of God 
to deliver Nineveh, as he had witnessed God doing so to the undeserving Israelites. He feared 
that the Lord would do so the same to the great enemy of his nation. It was not normally God’s 
method in OT times to send out missionaries to Gentile nations, especially their inveterate 
enemies. Jonah did not want to be an exception to this general rule.  

 It is probably safe to assume that Jonah was a popular prophet in Israel because of his 
previous “positive prophecies.” He knew that if God used him to deliver the hated Assyrians 
from judgment then he would likely be regarded as the “traitor prophet.” It would be like a Jew 
going to deliver Nazi Germany during the Second World War. Jonah was happy if God sent all 
of Nineveh to hell. However, at the root of such an attitude is pride. Jonah forgot that he too 
was an undeserving sinner saved by grace. He failed to remember that God was sovereign and 
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not Jonah. In essence, Jonah thought he could govern the world better than God. He also 
thought he could decide his future and calling. There are many just like him today. 

Ironically, one of the reasons God was likely sending him to preach to Nineveh was to 
shame Israel and bring them to repentance. No greater rebuke could be sent to proud Israel with 
its laws and diverse prophets than to witness an ungodly pagan city of Gentile “dogs” repent at 
the words of an insignificant Hebrew prophet. Indeed, that is the way the Lord Jesus utilizes this 
story in the NT. Charles Feinberg observes, 

What a contrast we have here between God’s attitude toward Nineveh after its 
repentance and Jonah’s attitude to the same city’s repentance. He had received pardoning 
mercy from the Lord on his repentance but was not willing for Nineveh to have the 
same. We are reminded of the parable of our Lord in Matthew 18:23-35. The human 
heart is ever the same in all ages. (Cp. Jer 17:9.) Jonah is like so many today: they feel 
they could govern God’s world much better than He can. Think of it! The prophet of 
God angry beyond measure because of the pardoning grace of God. He was, like so 
many of us, more zealous about the judgment of Nineveh than the sparing of it. He 
assumed he knew better than God the proper course to be followed. 

It is hard to be sure why Jonah selected Tarshish as his destination. Did he hope God 
would then choose someone else? Did he want to avoid questions from other believers, 
especially other prophets as to what the Lord had told him to do? Backsliders often seek to avoid 
the people of God. That is why one of the first signs of backsliding is the desire to be absent 
from fellowship, especially in corporate worship services.  

and he  found a sh ip  go ing  to  Tarsh ish :  so  he  pa id  the  fare  thereo f ,  and went  down in to  i t ,  to  go  wi th  

them unto  Tarsh i sh f rom the  pres ence  o f  the  LORD. (v3b)  

As Jonah fled away from the calling of God, he “found a ship going to Tarshish.” He just so 
“happened” to find a ship leaving for his preferred location and he just so “happened” to have 
the right money for the fare. But seemingly advantageous circumstances do not prove something 
is the will of God. The Lord doesn’t always intervene immediately when we sin. Jonah should 
have learned that from the military successes of the evil Jeroboam.  

The devil always makes it easy for us to go down a path of sin. There will always be a 
boat going to Tarshish with room for one more passenger when we want to disobey God. There 
just so “happened” to be a beautiful woman called Bathsheba in the eye line of David as he 
walked on the roof of his house. She just “happened” to be lonely and open to his approaches. 
However, David knew previously when he spared Saul’s life in a cave that you cannot 
misinterpret providence by disobeying the revealed will of God.  It is never right to do wrong 
even if circumstances appear favourable.  CH Spurgeon used to observe about a friend who 
often lost his temper that it did not surprise him that his friend lost his temper - just that there 
was always something to throw nearby when he did so. 

It may appear that Jonah had gotten away with his sin and his plan had been executed 
perfectly. Maybe as he finds his berth on that ship, he thinks he is finished with God. But as 
Moses warned, “be sure your sin will find you out” (Num. 32:23). Jonah tried to flee from God, but as 
our first parents found hiding in the grade, God cannot be hidden from. There goes Jonah, but 
here comes the Lord! 
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This book is written to warn us of the dangers of the possibility of a shipwrecked life. 
Jonah proves that knowing God’s will is not enough. Nor is having the right theology in our 
creed if we are not willing to obey it. Jonah thought he could pick and choose what commands 
of the lord he wanted to follow. However, if an experienced prophet like Jonah, who God has 
used previously, could deliberately flee from the clear command of God, then what sins are we 
capable of? There is a Jonah lurking in every Christian heart. How often has the Lord spoken 
directly to us from the word of God and we have disobeyed Him?  MacArthur points out, 

He just reasoned, I’ll be physically unavailable. The Lord will know that I’m so unwilling 
and so reluctant and so far out of the picture, He’ll pick someone else. I think there are 
many Christians like that, who have been spoken to by some message, some text of 
Scripture, some time of conviction in private prayer, some influential missionary, 
somebody who touched your life, some word from the spirit of God that came through a 
messenger in a pulpit somewhere or a book. And you feel the call and the movement of 
God to a certain ministry and you’re afraid of it. You don’t want to do it; you will resist, 
and so you turn and you spin your wheels; you go as fast as you can in another direction. 
Get yourself as busy as possible; as far away from the influence of that particular call, as 
you can. And think you’ll find in that kind of safety some respite from what it is that 
God wants you to do. If you can just kind of get into your work and get very involved 
and get very busy and get yourself tied down and get a big mortgage and get in hock and 
get a lot of problems, God can’t extract you from all of that, you’re gonna’ be safe from 
doing His will. 

 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
 

1. What is the theme of this book? 

2. Do material blessings indicate the approval of God? 

3. Can a believer sin? If so, can a believer sin without punishment? 

4. Why did Jonah disobey God’s command? 

5. What was the time period that this book was written in? 

 


