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Jonah

The most well-known of the Minor Prophets is the one which contains the least in the way of prophetic utterance. The book of Jonah is more literally a narrative than it is a prophecy. Jonah was a prophet, called upon by God to prophesy to the city of Nineveh, the capital of the Assyrian Empire. Though the book contains little in the way of what is commonly known as prophecy, the story of Jonah is taken to have prophetic significance for the people of Israel.

We are first introduced to the Prophet Jonah in II Kings 14:25. “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.”

The next time we find him, it is in the opening line of the book that has made him a favorite in children’s church, and a target the higher critics. “Now the word of the LORD came unto Jonah the son of Amittai…”

The fantastic and miraculous nature of some of the events in the story of Jonah has caused those who have an aversion to the supernatural to dismiss the book as being a fable. Unable to believe that God could ever bend the laws of nature, or control His own creation, many have scoffed at the story of “Jonah and the whale.”

“Modernist theologians, true to their Sadducean lineage, would discredit the book because it relates that which is miraculous; but their own supposedly scholarly ‘explainings’ so ludicrously contradict each other that we turn back to the Scripture again, preferring even the miraculous to the ridiculous!”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

Rather than wasting ink trying to argue against those with blinded hearts and closed minds, in this survey, we will give our attention to the simple message of Jonah’s story, and the larger truths to which it points.

In this story, we find the prophet progressing through several stages. First of all, we find:

I. THE PROPHET RUNNING

In the opening chapter the call of God comes to Jonah. His assignment is clear, “Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and cry against it; for their wickedness is come up before me (1:2).”

Jonah is not willing, yet, to go to Nineveh. Therefore, we read in verse 3, “But Jonah rose up to flee unto Tarshish from the presence of the LORD, and went down to Joppa; and he found a ship going to Tarshish: so he paid the fare thereof, and went down into it, to go with them unto Tarshish from the presence of the LORD.”

The opening verses set the cadence for the remainder of the book. It is quick, matter-of-fact, and direct. Only that which bears upon the prophet and God’s work in and through him is pertinent to the story.

“There is not a word which does not advance the history. There is no reflection. All hastens on to the completion, and when God has given the key to the whole, the book closes with His words of exceeding tenderness lingering in our ears.”

-E.B. Pusey

As to the prophet’s flight, consider a couple of truths. First of all:


A. Why he ran

Because of his unwillingness to go to Nineveh, Jonah has been characterized by many as a nationalistic bigot, whose perceived Jewish superiority made him resistant toward any work of God among the Assyrians.

In chapter 4, Jonah himself explains why he originally fled from the call of God. He says in 4:2, “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 explained that he had fled originally because he knew that if he preached to Nineveh, it was possible that the people might repent. And if the people repented, God was likely to show them mercy. Jonah knew that if Nineveh turned to God, they would be spared, and Jonah wanted Nineveh to be destroyed.

On the surface, it does seem that Jonah ran because he was a bigot, and a selfish racist. However, when you consider that in Jonah’s day, Assyria was a rising power, along with the fact that the brutality of the Assyrians was notorious, you begin to understand some of what entered into the mind of Jonah.

Jonah knew that his own people were headed for captivity. Isaiah had already predicted Assyria’s role in the coming captivity (Is. 7:17). His contemporaries, such as Hosea and Amos, were likewise foretelling the fall of Israel. No doubt Jonah could see how that the Assyrians, if they were not judged by God, would become the very ones who would take captive the people of Northern Kingdom of Israel – which they eventually did.

Though Jonah’s disobedience cannot be dismissed, it is tempered somewhat when you understand that Jonah was willing to incur God’s wrath upon himself if it might spare his own people from the wrath of the Assyrians.

Consider not only why he ran, but also further:


B. Where he ran
Jonah had been called by God to go to Nineveh, a city whose ruins can be found today just outside the modern city of Mosul, in Iraq. In its day, it was a metropolis, sitting on the east side of the Tigris River, some 40 miles from modern Syria. 

To get to Nineveh from Northern Israel, Jonah would have traveled east. However, in an effort to flee from the call of God, Jonah traveled south and west, and boarded a boat headed for Tarshish, a port city located in modern-day Spain, on the other end of the Mediterranean.

“That would have been at the opposite end of the known world! Jonah could not have conspired to travel farther from where God had called him to go…Did he think he could physically take himself beyond the reach of God, like moving out of cell phone range? What a ridiculous idea!”

-Mark Dever

Jonah’s name means “dove”, but even with the wings of a fleeing bird, Jonah could not escape the presence of the Lord. Jonah knew the omnipresence of God before he left for Joppa. His attempt was not to withdraw from God’s presence, but from God’s service.

Jonah ran, not from God’s all-seeing eye, but rather from His life-altering will. What he found was that the call of God is as inescapable as His presence.

In this book, we see not only the prophet running, but also secondly:

II. THE PROPHET REPROVED

“Jonah’s foolish hope of being able to escape from the Lord was disappointed. ‘Jehovah threw a great wind (i.e. a violent wind) upon the sea’.”

Though Jonah fled, he could not escape. The Lord worked to correct his erring prophet, and to fulfill His sovereign will. All within the first chapter, Jonah’s disobedience and disciplining are recorded.

With regard to God’s reproof of Jonah, notice that we find:


A. The pursuit of God

Initially God had spoken to Jonah through His Spirit. Now, He speaks through a storm. God pursued Jonah, finding him aboard a pagan vessel, in the middle of the sea, and there God got the attention of His servant again.

Jonah knew exactly what was going on in the storm. In 1:12, It says, “And he said unto them, Take me up, and cast me forth into the sea; so shall the sea be calm unto you: for I know that for my sake this great tempest is upon you.”

Jonah reminds that those who run from the will of God should not be surprised when He pursues them, and turns their world upside down. “God is tenacious with His people.”

Notice another aspect of God’s reproof of Jonah. Notice not only the pursuit of God, but notice also further:


B. The protection of God

One of the things that is remarkable about the story of Jonah, is that God’s method of correcting the prophet was also his method of protecting the prophet. Jonah is tossed overboard, where he would presumably drown in the sea.

However, chapter one closes by saying, “Now the LORD had prepared a great fish to swallow up Jonah. And Jonah was in the belly of the fish three days and three nights (1:17).”

While the belly of this specially designed and assigned fish served as a prison for Jonah during his three day sentence, it also served as a sort of submarine in which the life of the prophet was miraculously spared.

In the story of Jonah, we are reminded that the chastening of the Lord is both painful and productive. It is harsh, but it is always helpful.

Jonah learned that the rod and the staff of Jehovah are strong enough to break us, and long enough to retrieve us. The prophet fled, but obedience, not abandonment was his destiny.

In the story of Jonah, we find the prophet running, and the prophet reproved. Notice also that we find:

III. THE PROPHET REPENTING

The second chapter of the narrative opens by revealing that salt water and stomach acid have a way of changing a man’s heart. 2:1 says, “Then Jonah prayed unto the LORD his God out of the fish's belly.”

Somewhere in the midst of the fish’s belly, Jonah’s heart was changed, and his will was broken.

“Inside that fish Jonah realized in a new way the wonderful love and care of his God…It was there, too, that he came to understand with vividness the folly and futility of disobedience to God.”

Notice a couple of things with regard to the prophet’s repentance. Notice first of all that:


A. He acknowledged God’s authority

The second chapter of Jonah is taken up, almost exclusively with the prayer of Jonah from inside his sea cell. Verse 2 says, “I cried by reason of mine affliction unto the LORD, and he heard me; out of the belly of hell cried I, and thou heardest my voice.”

In verse 7, the prophet adds, “When my soul fainted within me I remembered the LORD: and my prayer came in unto thee, into thine holy temple.”

Interspersed throughout the prayer are phrases and words that are taken directly from the Psalms. Jonah had a familiarity with the Word of God. While inside the fish, Jonah gained a new familiarity with the God of the Word.

The parts of Jonah’s prayer that are recorded in chapter 2 contain no petitions, only praises. The same prophet who had retreated from God now calls to Him with the humble reverence of a repentant heart. Jonah has been brought to a position where all he can do is acknowledge the sovereign authority of God over His life.

“…when Jonah had been swallowed by the fish, and found that he was preserved alive in the fish’s belly, he regarded this as a pledge of his deliverance…”
 Understanding the miraculous nature of his chastening and preservation, Jonah was brought to a humble recognition of God.

Jonah’s repentance is seen not only in the fact that he acknowledged God’s authority, but also in that:


B. He accepted God’s assignment

Once Jonah was brought to the position of acknowledging God, verse 10 of chapter 2 says, “And the LORD spake unto the fish, and it vomited out Jonah upon the dry land.” No doubt the fish was as sick of Jonah as Jonah was of it. Graciously, both of them were relieved of each other. 

Chapter 3 opens with the important words, “And the word of the LORD came unto Jonah the second time…”

Following Jonah’s confession of sin, a second chance is given to the once defiant prophet. Now, Jonah is ready to obey, because he has been brought to a place of true repentance. True repentance is always authenticated by the works which follow it.

Upon being re-commissioned, we read in 3:3, “So Jonah arose, and went unto Nineveh, according to the word of the LORD…” The reproof of God has brought His servant into compliance, and Jonah was now willing to accept God’s assignment, even if it went against his own wishes.

When Jonah obeyed God, and proclaimed the coming judgment of God in Nineveh, a miracle as great as the fish took place. 3:5 says, “So the people of Nineveh believed God, and proclaimed a fast, and put on sackcloth, from the greatest of them even to the least of them.”

Some have tried to either deny, or explain away this mass repentance among the people of Nineveh. However, for those who understand the power of Spirit of God upon the hearts of men, the revival in Nineveh simply serves to remind us that when God’s people are obedient to God’s plan, there is no limit to what is possible.

 In the book of Jonah, we find not only the prophet running, the prophet reproved, and the prophet repenting, but we find also finally:

IV. THE PROPHET RESENTFUL

Many who have read completely through the book of Jonah have found themselves wishing that the book had closed at 3:10, where it says, “And God saw their works, that they turned from their evil way; and God repented of the evil, that he had said that he would do unto them; and he did it not.”

Upon the heels of that remarkable and wonderful record of God’s mercy, we find the prophet acting in a way that seems to taint the happy ending of this brief story.

In 4:1, we read, “But it displeased Jonah exceedingly, and he was very angry.”  The remainder of the chapter records an exchange that took place between the sour prophet and His saving God.

As we noted earlier, Jonah had hoped that God would in fact destroy Nineveh, because he knew that Nineveh would eventually take part in the captivity of Israel. With that being said, the prophet’s bitter resentment toward God’s mercy points us to a couple of faults in Jonah’s life. 

First of all, the resentment of Jonah stemmed from:


A. His selfishness

As far as Jonah was concerned, the destruction of the city of Nineveh would be a benefit for Israel, and therefore for himself. While this was true politically, it was not true spiritually.

The captivity of Israel was necessary in order to correct the rebellious and idol-obsessed people of God. Though the destruction of the Northern Kingdom, followed by the exile of Judah were painful experiences, much like Jonah’s time in the storm and in the fish, they were experiences that were productive for Jewish people.

One of the overarching messages of Jonah is that sometimes the will of God is not pleasant for us personally. At times, the will of God involves suffering. 

If we are selfish, as Jonah was in chapter 4, we will not understand, nor appreciate the work that God is doing in our lives.

Notice something further about Jonah’s resentment. It not only stemmed from his selfishness, but also further from:


B. His shallowness

Though Jonah was a prophet of God, the resentful, bitter attitude he displays in chapter 4 reveals that Jonah had a shallow understanding of the true nature of God.

Herein lies the prophetic significance of Jonah for the Jewish people. The national superiority of the Jewish people had led them to a sort of arrogance that caused them show little regard for the Gentile nations around them. This, however, was contrary to their larger mission of being a “light unto the Gentiles”.

In the book of Jonah, God reveals that his heart is for all people, not just those who belong to a particular group. The closing verse of chapter 4 is a fitting conclusion, because it reveals the whole point of the story. God says, “And should not I spare Nineveh, that great city, wherein are more than sixscore thousand persons that cannot discern between their right hand and their left hand; and also much cattle?”

“…the manner in which God reproves the prophet, when he is anger because Nineveh has been spared (ch. 4), is intended to set forth as in a mirror before all Israel the greatness of the divine compassion, which embraces all mankind, in order that it may reflect upon it and lay it to hear.”
 – C.F. Keil

Whenever those who know God forget about those who do not, they reveal that their knowledge of God is shallow and limited. God cares for all people, and His people should as well.

“Are we going to be charged by God that we, as Christians, with our knowledge, our privileges, and all the blessings of salvation, have been so selfish that we have contented ourselves with our church activities, our social functions, our Christian fellowship, and have never lifted a finger to rescue the perishing or to care for the dying?”

-C.W. Slemming

A survey of Jonah would not be complete without pointing out its relation to the New Testament, and specifically to the Lord Jesus. In Matthew 12:40-41, Jesus says, “For as Jonas was three days and three nights in the whale's belly; so shall the Son of man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth. The men of Nineveh shall rise in judgment with this generation, and shall condemn it: because they repented at the preaching of Jonas; and, behold, a greater than Jonas is here.”

The ordeal of Jonah in the fish was a picture of the death, burial, and resurrection of Christ. Those who try to discount the book of Jonah on the grounds of its supernatural record are the same ones who would seek to deny the bodily resurrection of our Lord. 

Aside from this significant picture, Jonah speaks to us of the importance of proclaiming the message of the One greater than Jonah to all those great cities of our day who are full of people who still do not know the truth.

If the Ninevehs of our day perish, it will not be because God does not care for them. It will be because too many Jonah’s are still trying to run.
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