Welcome to our church-wide study of Jonah! During the month of July Jonah will be the theme of our worship
services and our discipleship hour. The story of Jonah is a favorite of children, who are delighted by the portion where
Jonah is swallowed by a great fish and then vomited on dry land. What is endearing to children is often the part that
becomes a stumbling block for adults, especially those who think the narrative is meant to be interpreted literally.
Jonah is a prophetic narrative full of satire and irony, and one with a message so very applicable to our times. There are
times when it is good to look at the stories we first learned as children and see them through adult eyes.
This curriculum is designed for adults with varying biblical knowledge and theological underpinning. The format is
discussion-based, which allows all participants to share their insights, questions, doubts, and challenges. Teachers,
each lesson has a portion of commentary which sets up discussion questions that follow. If you have a question about a
specific passage or a topic that you think will arise in your class that is not covered in the curriculum, please give me a
call (Susan, 336-549-9251).
The curriculum may be downloaded in booklet form (using 11x17 paper) or as individual sheets printed on 11 x 8
paper. The study and discussion will work best if all participants have a copy of the weekly curriculum. If a person
needs a copy printed by the church office, please have them contact Tara or Phyllis and give them a couple of days to
get the copy ready for pick-up.
We are very excited for our whole church family to be studying the same passages together. Families will be able to
share with their children and youth what was discussed during the discipleship hour and the unique way it will appear
in worship.
All scripture passages are from the New American Standard Bible translation
and aligns with the companion Jonah in July Daily Devotions (submitted by
your staff). You’ll be challenged by the message of Jonah—but there is also
great hope to be found as well!
Joyfully,

Susan Mitchell, Pastor of Adult Discipleship

Satire:

A literary device

employing the use of
humor, irony, exaggeration,
or ridicule to expose and
criticize people’s vices,
abuses, shortcomings.

Week 1: Jonah 1:1-3

God Calls, Jonah Runs

July 1—7

QUICK FACTS


In Scripture, Jonah is listed among the 12 Minor Prophets; minor refers to length rather than importance.



Prophet: nabi, one who speaks on behalf of another. Israel’s prophetic tradition developed during 1,000s of
years. God would raise up a person who would speak God’s word to the people—often oracles of judgement
and chastisement aimed at returning God’s people to living out their covenantal relationship.



Israel’s prophetic tradition dates back at least to the 8th century B.C.E.



Date: Scholars have difficulty determining the date of Jonah’s composition as there is no inscription or
inclusion in the narrative that provides an era. Attempts to derive a date from historical and linguistic clues

have not provided clear or reliable data. So, it’s an old story but one that was valued by those who sought to
preserve our faith narrative and history.

Jonah 1:1 The word of the LORD came to Jonah, the son of Amittai….
This is a classical way that scripture reveals God’s call. What we are not told is how exactly the word came to
Jonah. Sometimes we get more information, such as in visions or dreams, a still small voice, a burning bush,
etc. The fact that Jonah clearly understood that God was speaking to him and calling him to a task implies a
closeness to God. No doubt Jonah had spent time in prayer, had paid attention to the stories of faith, had a
willingness to hear, and an understanding/intuition/imagination that God speaks to people. This is a narrative
about Jonah, rather than the words of the prophet speaking to the people. Jonah is identified as the son of
Amittai, whose name means “dove of faithfulness.” This detail places the prophet in the era of King Jeroboam
II (2 Kings 14:25) and may also employ literary irony on the character of Jonah.







Would you describe hearing God as easy or difficult? or Would you say God speaks to people
today, often or infrequently? Why?
What are some of the issues or questions someone may have in hearing God speak?
When you hear someone say, “God told me to do…” do you ever doubt that they actually
heard from God? Why?

What are some of the hurdles we may intentionally or un-intentionally create that makes it
difficult to hear from God?

Jonah 1:2 Arise, go to Nineveh the great city, and cry against it, for their wickedness has
come before Me.
While arise-go-proclaim is a classic prophetic call format, is it unique that Jonah is asked to GO to the foreign
nation to preach/call to/cry out against. Old Testament prophets commonly cried out against other nations
while on their home turf.
God refers to Nineveh as a great city, which may imply size, strength, wealth, or status; however, the
indictment is due to its wickedness. God is not only aware but is concerned about the moral condition of
people in addition to the Israelites.
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Quick Fact


Nimrod founded the city of
Nineveh (Gen. 10:8-12), located by the Tigris River. It was
ruled by the Babylonians and
later the Assyrians.




At one time Nineveh served as a capital of Assyria. It’s people were
notoriously violent towards other nations and were responsible for
many of Israel’s greatest disasters: invading, looting, burning cities,
laying waste the land and deporting its citizens. It was Assyria that
brought about the fall of the Northern Kingdom of Israel.
Nahum refers to Nineveh as a city of bloodshed (Nah. 3:1) and both
Nahum and Zephaniah are explicit in describing the evil actions of
Nineveh. However, this type of detail is not found in Jonah; instead,
God is sending a prophetic word to its citizens.

Historically, what nations has the United States considered its enemies? What about today?

What about people we might consider enemies, even those within our own country?

We all have prejudices against those we consider “others.” These prejudices may stem from differing beliefs,
lifestyle, political affiliations, ethnicities, socio-economic, and even long-ago hurtful experiences.



Name some of the prejudices that are common to our time. While you may not want to share
your personal prejudices with others, it is important for you to know them.

Jonah 1:3
But Jonah rose up to flee to Tarshish from the presence of the Lord. So he went down to Joppa, found a ship
which was going to Tarshish, paid the fare and went down into it to go with them to Tarshish from the
presence of the Lord.
At this point in the story there is no mention as to why Jonah does not obey the call of God. Considering the
history between Nineveh/Assyria and Israel, it is understandable that Jonah would balk at going there, much
less going to preach to/against them.




How difficult would it be for you to call out against a nation currently considered an enemy?
What about to call out to a personal enemy? Or a group that you harbor prejudiced attitudes?
What about confronting a member of your immediate or extended family?
Note:

The focus here is not on why Jonah flees, but
on the fact that Jonah seeks to flee from the
presence of the Lord. What is missing is the
verbal push back with God—the excuses that
we all give when we don’t want to do what
God calls us to do.

Jonah is called to be a prophet—to speak God’s
words to others—yet, Jonah’s actions are the
opposite of what a prophet is called to do.
Watch for other opposites—the irony of people not
reacting as we expect them to react. This challenges
our stereotypes of certain types/groups of people.
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It is not uncommon for any of us to resist God’s expressed will in our lives:
morally, socially, missional, vocationally, or relationally. We all resist living fully into the Word of God. And we, like Jonah, seek to flee from the
presence of God. Whether we call it Running Away, Resisting, or
Disobedience, we all have some Jonah in us. Our running away from God
may be blatant or in secret.



Jonah answered God’s call by running. Does it make a
difference whether we rebel against God in word or in deed?

Push back is natural and
has biblical precedent:
Moses (Ex. 3:1-4:17),
Jeremiah (Jer. 1:4-8),
Isaiah (Isa. 6:8-13),
among others. It is not
uncommon for anyone
who feels called by God.

Andy Stanley, in his study of Jonah, made this comment: “In order to run
away from God, we must turn down our conscience so that we don’t have
to change our lifestyle, say no to some aspect of our call, keep God out of
some area of our life, and/or put God on the back burner.”





Do you think it is easy or difficult to turn down our conscience? What are some of the ways
people might accomplish turning down their conscience?
What are some ways that people keep God out of an area of their lives?
How might someone put God on the back burner?

Jonah didn’t argue with God; Jonah voted with his actions. Jonah ran in the opposite direction–a full 180o
(see map on week 2). The location of Tarshish was clear across the Mediterranean Sea, in present-day Spain.
Tarshish represented the other side of the known world. “Ships of Tarshish” became an idiom for a great or
long journey. Jonah paid his fare and embarked on a long journey away from God’s presence.

God called Jonah–Jonah runs away.
Next week we’ll take a look at that long journey aboard the Ships of Tarshish.
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Week 2: Jonah 1:4-16

Asleep in a Storm

July 8—13

QUICK FACTS


From Joppa to Nineveh would be
around 550 miles. To travel from
Joppa to Tarshish by sea would be
closer to 2,500 miles.



From the Presence of the Lord: It
was common in the Ancient Near
East to associate a deity with a
specific realm. Often, the Israelites
viewed God as residing in the
Temple and, most specifically, the
Holy of Holies. This caused a crisis
of faith during the exile when the
Temple was destroyed, and people
were taken captive to Babylon and
Assyria.



Sea travel was notoriously
dangerous.

Jonah 1:4-5
“The Lord hurled a great wind on the sea and there was a great
storm on the sea so that the ship was about to break up. Then the
sailors became afraid and every man cried to his god, and they
threw the cargo which was in the ship into the sea to lighten it for
them. But Jonah had gone below into the hold of the ship, lain
down and fallen sound asleep.”

Jonah had expressed his opinion of God’s call not with words, but with action. Here we find God responding
not with words but with the actions of a raging storm at sea. Common to ancient Near East beliefs was the
notion that all bad things happened because the gods were angry, that
some evil had been committed by the person or people afflicted.
That God had the power to
Jonah’s intention was to get as far away from God’s presence as
control the uncontrollable
possible; however, God’s presence is with Jonah no matter where he
sea and to do it for moral
flees. In this narrative, in “sending the storm,” God is making his
reasons was a wide spread
presence known.
belief in Old Testament
days.
Look within the story of
Jonah for conflicting images
of God’s character. This
story is abundant with
contrasts not only about
God but also about people.

God is pursuing Jonah and it’s depicted much like Francis Lawrence’s The
Hound of Heaven. There is a battle of wills going on—God’s will versus
Jonah’s will. The main part of this storyline is that God is pursuing the
reluctant, runaway prophet.


Why do you think God pursues Jonah?



Do you think God’s pursuit is for the sake of Jonah or for the people

of Nineveh?
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The main characters in this section are the sailors, not Jonah. Fear
grips the sailors and they began crying out to their own god. This
serves to let the reader know they are not followers of the Hebrew
God.
Throwing cargo over could be interpreted two ways: One, literally to
lighten their load allowing the ship to ride higher on the waves; and
secondly, as a form of worship to the god of the sea, trying to
appease whatever had made this god angry. Either way, the sailors
are doing their best to save everyone on the ship, including Jonah.


No one sins in a vacuum and Jonah’s disobedience has
brought potential harm to those traveling with him.
What are some other situations where a person’s
sinfulness/disobedience causes harm to others?



During a crisis, valuable cargo becomes easily tossed.
What are some things that may be highly valued to an
individual but become easily devalued in the midst of a
life storm?

How Jonah could sleep in the midst of such a storm may be baffling,
but the image and message is ageless. Jonah is sleeping soundly
while others’ lives are at risk.

Note:

A literal interpretation of
Jonah implies that God
sends storms and often
causes people to look for
“someone” to blame when
a natural disaster occurs.
An allegorical interpretation
still takes seriously the fact
that God pursues but not
necessarily in the violence
of natural disasters.
Don’t get hung up on this
topic, theodicy is not the
underlying message of
Jonah. And yet, taken as a
whole, the Jonah narrative
is presenting contrasting
aspects of God’s character.



Name some storms that are raging for others while we sleep (internationally, nationally,
locally, or neighbors)?



What storms could be raging that we may not know about?



How does this challenge you? What feelings does this evoke within you?

If we move for a moment–beyond the literalness of the storm, we see God depicted as one who is actively
involved in the lives of those he has created. God hears the wickedness of the Ninevites and is moved to act.
God calls Jonah to speak on his behalf to the Ninevites, and when Jonah absconds, God goes with him,
provokes and rattles him, lets Jonah see the consequences (chaos and death) of his disobedience, and then
gives him another chance.
The idea that God pursues us may be a new idea; or perhaps, of God pursing in such a powerful way as
opposed to the image of Jesus knocking on the door of our heart.


Which image do you most relate to in regards to God’s pursuing activity:


No pursuing –we seek God;



Jesus knocking on our heart;



or the “Hound of Heaven” relentlessly pursuing us?
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Do you think if God were not a pursuing God, any of us would find our way to Eternal Life? Left
to our own devices, inclinations, habitual sinfulness, would we ever turn and seek God’s face?

Jonah 1:6-10
“The captain went to him and said, “How can you sleep? Get up and call on your god! Maybe he will take notice of
us, and we will not perish. Then the sailors said to one another, “Come, let us cast lots so we may learn on whose
account this calamity has struck us.”
So they cast lots and the lot fell on Jonah. Then they said to him, “Tell us, now! On whose account has this calamity
struck us? What is your occupation? And where do you come from? What is your country? From what people are
you?” He said to them, “I am a Hebrew, and I fear the Lord God of heaven who made the sea and the dry land.”
Then the men became extremely frightened and they said to him, “How could you do this?” For the men knew that
he was fleeing from the presence of the Lord, because he had told them.”

The storm is still raging, and tossing cargo overboard has not helped enough, so the sailors seek to determine the cause of the storm. In a belief system where nothing is by chance;
even games of chance, were considered a working of the gods. In this narWhile casting lots to
rative, the casting of lots serves to bring to light Jonah’s disobedience to
determine a divine will
God as the source of the storm.
is not a common pracThe sailors bombard Jonah with questions. The rapid fire of the questions
tice today, people do
reflects their fear, anxiety, and the urgency to find a way to divert the
find themselves in
storm before they all perish.
places where they
This is the first time Jonah speaks within the narrative. Jonah’s response is
can’t decide what to
interesting. Jonah’s own identity is as a Hebrew–one who fears the Lord
do. The practice often
God.
used is “eeny meeny
miny moe” or “rock,
Jonah doesn’t stop there; he expounds upon the power and majesty of God
scissors, paper,” or
as the one who made the sea and the land. In this, Jonah is connecting his
disobedience with his own fear (which could also imply worship) of God.
drawing straws, to
choose from a couple
of variables.
Jonah 1:11-13
“So they said to him, “What should we do to you that the sea may become
calm for us?”—for the sea was becoming increasingly stormy. He said to them, “Pick me up and throw me
into the sea. Then the sea will become calm for you, for I know that on account of me this great storm has
come upon you.” However, the men rowed desperately to return to land but they could not, for the sea
was becoming even stormier against them.”

We all run away from
God. Do you know your
own story of running
away from God?

Jonah chose to run away from God rather than fulfill his prophetic call.
One may wonder if Jonah truly believed he could run away from God
forever. Perhaps, not. After all, we too run away/avoid/disobey God’s
expressed will, sometimes thinking it doesn’t really matter all that
much, and other times planning on straightening up and living closer to
the way God desires at some point in the future.
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Jonah’s response is more than surprising for a Hebrew. Jonah is asking these pagan sailors to sacrifice him to
the sea (implied god of the sea), which reflects a pagan religious belief and certainly not a Jewish belief. God
has never required human sacrifice. Jonah is still desiring to escape the call of God, not with his own hands,
but by the sailors. Notice, Jonah did not offer to jump into the sea.


What is the difference to Jonah and to the sailors if they throw Jonah into the sea or if Jonah
jumped into the sea? Explain.



What does it say about the sailors’ initial refusal not to do as Jonah suggested with their
desperate attempt to row toward land–rather than tossing Jonah to his death?

Jonah 1:14-16
“

Then they called on the Lord and said, “We earnestly pray, O Lord, do not let us perish on account of this
man’s life and do not put innocent blood on us; for You, O Lord, have done as You have pleased.” So they
picked up Jonah, threw him into the sea, and the sea stopped its raging. Then the men feared the Lord
greatly, and they offered a sacrifice to the Lord and made vows.”
These few verses mark a sharp distinction between the moral compass of Jonah and the pagan captain and
sailors. Jonah is most definitely not the hero in his own story. The sailors do what Jonah has yet to do: They
pray/call on/cry out before the God of the Hebrews.


Back in verse 6 the captain had implored Jonah to call upon his God. Where do you see hope in
the captain’s words; a hope that Jonah has not expressed?



Why do you think Jonah was not more hopeful in God’s provision to keep him from perishing?



The sailors prayed that God not hold them accountable for the demise of Jonah. Do you think
that prayer is effective? Can we ask God to let our actions not count against us?

When the sea became calm and the storm ceases the sailors are credited with “fearing the Lord” and they
worship him with acts of sacrifice and vows. At the beginning of their journey, the storm evoked their prayer
to their gods; now they offer prayers to Jonah’s God.



Do you think these sailors became worshippers of God alone
or did they simply add God to their litany of deities to
worship?

While it appears that Jonah is offering his life so that the storm will calm
and the sailors not perish, this is most likely not Jonah’s motive. Nothing in
the history of the Hebrew’s worship of God would lead Jonah to think that
God would require or accept human sacrifice. Rather, Jonah is using the
sailors as a means for him to totally evade the call from God to go to the
Ninevites, by drowning in the sea.

Jonah is using the sailors as
a means to evade the call
from God.
We are often guilty of using
other people as an excuse
to run from God.
Do you recognize this in
your faith story?

Next week we’ll pick up and discuss God’s reaction to Jonah’s continued disobedience to his call.
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Week 3: Jonah 1:17-2:10

In a Fish’s Belly

July 15—21

Jonah 1:17 – 2:2a
“And the Lord appointed a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was in the stomach of the fish three
days and three nights. Then Jonah prayed to the Lord his God from the stomach of the fish…”

After the sailors tossed Jonah into the sea, the sea became calm, the
sailors gave thanks and worshiped God. No doubt they believed that
was the end of Jonah; however, God was still pursuing Jonah. God
appointed a great fish to swallow Jonah, preserving Jonah’s life but
thwarting Jonah’s desire to die rather than be a prophetic voice to the
Ninevites.
There is nothing positive in the description of being swallowed or
being in the stomach of a great fish for three days and three nights.
The pace of the narrative slows down and we have to wait to see what
will transpire. The fact that it took three days and nights in this most
disgusting of places before Jonah prayed is a significant statement of
Jonah’s attitude toward being a prophetic voice to the Ninevites.





Quick Facts
 The scripture simply refers to
a large fish–not specifically a
whale.
 There have been reports of
modern-day people actually
being swallowed by a whale
and surviving; all turned out
to be hoaxes.
 To focus on the whale as a
primary revelation of God’s
power misses the messages
found in this part of the
narrative.

How would you describe what’s going on within Jonah?
What situations in life might we compare to being in the stomach of a fish?
If you were in one of the situations mentioned above; do you think it would take you three
days?

There are many debates over the interpretation of three days and three nights. The phrase three days is
used throughout the Old Testament, most often as a reference to distance traveled. While distance would
not be the direct symbolism in this narrative, it does lean toward a length of time.
If we factor in the symbolism of boarding a “ship to Tarshish” as also alluding to a long journey, then we
arrive at a place of understanding the journey Jonah took running from God’s call as being long in duration
and in depth. Falling into the sea and residing in the belly of a great fish put Jonah symbolically far away
from the presence of God for a length of time.
No doubt we’ve witnessed people who seem to be on a downward spiral and we wonder, “How far down
must one go?” before they are ready and willing to do whatever is necessary to turn their lives around.


But what about for ourselves? When we think of the places where we are currently living
contrary to God’s expressed will, do we also pause to consider how long or how far down/
away before we are ready to repent and live as God calls?
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Jonah 2:2b-4
“and he said, “I called out of my distress to the Lord, And He answered me. I cried for help from the depth
of Sheol; You heard my voice. “For You had cast me into the deep, Into the heart of the seas, And the
current engulfed me. All Your breakers and billows passed over me. “So I said, ‘I have been expelled from
Your sight. Nevertheless, I will look again toward Your holy temple.’”
The prayer where Jonah cries out to God is not included. What one would expect from a prophetic account is
a prime example of a prayer of repentance, a heartfelt prayer for deliverance. Instead, Jonah’s reference of
prayer for deliverance is in the past tense. Scholars do battle with this section of Jonah – not because of the
issue of the great fish, but on the change in word usage, tense, and form.
Many have concluded that this section was added later; however, it could also be that Jonah is referencing
past interactions with God–times when Jonah has called out in distress, times when God has both heard and
delivered. And yet, in referring to those places as Sheol–the place of the dead–were those times worse than
being in a fish-belly in the depths of the sea?
Another way of looking at the whole of chapter 2 is Jonah falling back upon what he has known about God
from the scriptures. The Psalms that were sung in worship and recounted around the campfires were to
teach and remind God’s people of God’s past relationship with the covenant people. We too learn about
God through the reading of scripture and in singing songs of faith. Remembering God’s past actions can give
us hope for God’s present-day presence and deliverance in times of fear and uncertainty.



In what ways do the accounts of God’s past actions bring hope for those who live today?
Are there ways that biblical accounts undermine our faith or our ability to see God’s activity in
our lives?

Jonah reframes his predicament: He names God as the one who hurled him into the sea rather than the
sailors who acted upon Jonah’s instruction. This may be a theological statement from Jonah admitting that
ultimately God is in control of everything, or this may be Jonah refusing to take responsibility for his own disobedience. Either way, it falls short of evidence that Jonah is truly repentant, that he has finally reached the
end of his power struggle with God.




How do we determine when events are due to God’s activity as opposed to events that
happened because of the actions of people?
How do we balance the overarching will and purpose of God with the suffering that comes
as a result of our own actions or the actions of others?

The narrative in Jonah does not provide the answers we desire to the above questions. Those questions fall
under the quest for an orthodox doctrine of theodicy—why bad things happen to good people—why good
things happen to bad people. The book of Jonah isn’t about answering questions of theodicy. What Jonah
focuses on are the actions of Jonah as opposed to people who are not believers/worshippers of the Hebrew
God.
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Jonah 2:5-9
“Water encompassed me to the point of death. The great deep engulfed me, weeds were wrapped around
my head. “I descended to the roots of the mountains. The earth with its bars was around me forever, But
You have brought up my life from the pit, O Lord my God. While I was fainting away, I remembered the
Lord, and my prayer came to You, into Your holy temple. Those who regard vain idols Forsake their
faithfulness, But I will sacrifice to You With the voice of thanksgiving. That which I have vowed I will pay.
This portion of Jonah’s prayer shifts to his present circumstances, to the experience of being encompassed –
engulfed, weeds wrapped around his head–as he fell deep within the cold waters of the sea. Jonah fell to the
root of the mountains, with bars around him forever. Jonah was at death’s door, at the place where people
do not return. Again, the narrative pulls back to remembrance, where Jonah has prayed within God’s holy
temple.
Just when we think Jonah has arrived at the end of himself, where he has realized the lesson we learn when
we come to a place where there is nowhere or no one else to turn but to God, Jonah’s arrogance rises. Jonah
begins to speak disparagingly about others–those who worship vain idols, who forsake their faithfulness.
Jonah is speaking from a position of privilege, of superiority in being Hebrew, as one who has a special
relationship with the God who made heaven and earth, rather than a heathen idol worshiper. The irony is
palatable. The sailor’s prayer and actions stand in stark contrast to Jonah’s attitude.


Can you think of times when a person who is not what we may consider a person of faith, has
reflected a greater witness of Christian values than those who claim the name Christian?



How would you describe Jonah’s witness to these sailors? Or for us?



How would you describe Jonah’s faith and practice at this point in the story?

Jonah 2:10
“

Then the Lord commanded the fish, and it vomited Jonah up onto the dry land.”

It is a weak and some may say unconvincing vow, but Jonah will now do and be what God has called him to.
The narrative doesn’t tell us why Jonah is running away from God. It is to our advantage that it is left open
ended, as it allows for our own imaginative pondering. To run away is to run toward something else. There
are times when all we know is what we are running to, something that we
To run from
desire and we are going for it with all that we have. Other times we may not
have a clear picture of what we are running to, only what we are trying to
is to
escape. Yet, even then we are running toward something other than God’s call
run to
on our lives.


How would you describe what Jonah is running toward?



If the message of this section is found in irony, what is the message?

something else.

Jonah is vomited upon dry land and the story of God’s call upon Jonah’s life continues...
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Week 4: Jonah 3:1-9

Unlikely Repentance

July 15—21

Last week, Jonah had at least told God he would do what he was asked to do. Not exactly a model prayer of
repentance, but evidently enough that God caused the great fish to spew Jonah upon the shore. Jonah, still
dripping wet from the circumstances of trying to flee from the presence of God, from running away from the
call to go to Nineveh, hears God call him a second time. The call is much like the first: Get up, go, proclaim
the words of the Lord. This time Jonah did just that. How grateful we all are that God gives us not just two,
but many chances in life to live into God’s call upon our lives!

Jonah 3:1-4
“Now the word of the Lord came to Jonah the second time, saying, “Arise, go to Nineveh the great city
and proclaim to it the proclamation which I am going to tell you.” So Jonah arose and went to Nineveh
according to the word of the Lord.
Now Nineveh was an exceedingly great city, a three days’ walk. Then Jonah began to go through the city
one day’s walk; and he cried out and said, ‘Yet forty days and Nineveh will be overthrown.’”
God still refers to Nineveh as a great city, adding a three days’ walk to capture a sense of size but this time
omitting any reference to the evil deeds of its citizens. Jonah goes into the city–not to the heart of the city,
which would have been a day and a half walk, but evidently far enough to get people’s attention.
Jonah doesn’t deliver the best sermon, just eight terse words. The shortness is notable since most prophetic
oracles are long and detailed. Beyond length, the surprising aspect is what is not included in the
proclamation. There is:
1. No mention of God, or that Jonah is speaking on behalf of God;
2.

No reason for the coming destruction–no mention of the specifics of their evil deeds
or even that the destruction was a result of their evil ways;

3.

No call to respond or a loophole clause: “You will be destroyed unless you…;”

4.

Why forty days?



Why might the size of Nineveh be important to the narrative of Jonah?



Imagine your city receives this proclamation, “Forty days, and your city will be overthrown.”
What would be your response? What questions would you have?

At first glance, it seems that Jonah is presenting an open and shut
proclamation. You will be overthrown, done deal. So why the forty
days? The number forty, is common throughout the Old Testament: In
the days of Noah, it rained and poured for forty days and forty nights;
following the exodus from Egypt, the newly called people of God ate
manna and wandered in the wilderness for forty years trying to make it
to the promised land; and Moses spent forty days and nights receiving
the Commandments from God.

Quick Fact


The phrase 40 days or
40 years means simply,
As Long As It Takes.
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Forty isn’t a specific length of time; forty means “as long as it takes.” As long as it takes to get Egypt out of
the Hebrew people before they are ready to enter the promised land, etc.


That being the case, why would Jonah give a forty-day span before they are overthrown?
What do you think?



Without a specific mention to the cause of the coming destruction, do you think a pagan city
would have a quick and definitive reason?

The Hebrew word that is translated as “overthrow” has two uses in scripture: one is to be overthrown as in
destroyed (Gen. 19:21); a second usage is best translated as transformed/changed (1 Sam. 10:6). This leaves
open a possibility of Nineveh being overthrown by another nation or that the overturning could be within
the country. It is the second usage that turns out to be the case here.

Jonah 3:5-9
Then the people of Nineveh believed in God; and they called a fast and put on sackcloth from the greatest
to the least of them. When the word reached the king of Nineveh, he arose from his throne, laid aside his
robe from him, covered himself with sackcloth and sat on the ashes.
He issued a proclamation and it said, “In Nineveh by the decree of the king and his nobles: Do not let man,
beast, herd, or flock taste a thing. Do not let them eat or drink water. But both man and beast must be
covered with sackcloth; and let people call on God earnestly that each may turn from his wicked way and
from the violence which is in his hands.
Who knows, God may turn and relent and withdraw His burning anger so that we will not perish.”

Quick Facts:
Sackcloth and ashes: a coarsely woven cloth made from goat’s hair, rough, thick, used for sacks… and
worn together with ashes from wood as a symbol of profound grief.
Sackcloth is worn–and often clothes are rent or torn as a sign of the depth of grief.
Uses:
worn as a sign of mourning – for personal grief or national disaster;
worn as a sign of repentance for sin;
worn as a prayer for deliverance;
a sign of humiliation, worthlessness.



Do you find it surprising that the Ninevites:
a) Believed the proclamation of destruction came from God?
b) Knew their ways were wicked/violent?
c) Why or why not?
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So Jonah’s prophetic proclamation came true, just not the way that Jonah would have preferred. Here again
we see characters in the narrative behaving opposite from what we would normally expect. A pagan city,
known for astonishing violence, quickly takes the word from God to heart and shows acts of heartfelt
repentance.


Compare the words and acts of repentance shown by the Ninevites with the prayer of
repentance of Jonah in the belly of the fish. Who does it seem understands the essence of
repentance?

True repentance is difficult, for it calls us to do a 180 o turn, both in our desire and thinking as well as our actions. True repentance is the heartfelt desire to do what is pleasing to God and then making strides to do just
that.


What do you think got in the way of Jonah’s ability to truly repent of his disobedience not to
follow God’s call and go to Nineveh in the first place?



What do you think motivated the Ninevites to turn from their wicked ways?



Would the motivation for the Israelites be different from the motivation of the Ninevites? Why
or why not?

The

narrative of Jonah is heavy on comparisons, overturning our stereotypes of who acts a certain way. Here
a violent pagan king is decreeing his people to call out mightily to the Hebrew God. Jonah knew all about God,
knew all about God’s commandments, knew all about what God desired in terms of worship–but all that
knowledge didn’t mean that Jonah had a brokenness about his personal sin.
Jonah knew what God desired, but that didn’t mean he wanted the same things God wants. We need to know
about God and His commandments–God doesn’t want us to have a weak or non-existent theology. But we
may have to lay aside our pride–religious pride–in order to have the heart God desires for us.
When God saw their repentant heart, saw them put aside their violent ways, God relented and did not bring
destruction against Nineveh. Repentant doesn’t earn/buy/cause our forgiveness. Repentance is
acknowledging our need for forgiveness and desiring to go in a new direction-that is when God can take us to
a place of healing, reconciliation, transformation, peace, and strength.


What about for you? What motivates you to repentance (fear, guilt or shame, a desire to please
God)?



Are you more motivated by a soft sale plea based on God’s love, or a hard sale, to evade
punishment and receive rewards? A little of both?



Do you think most people are won over by a soft sale or hard sale approach?

The king of Nineveh uses very similar words that the captain used in chapter one: “Who knows, perhaps God
may turn and relent and withdraw His burning anger so that we will not perish.”


Do you think this is a universal hope? Either way, from where does that hope come?
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Week 5: Jonah 3:10—4:1-10

Jonah’s Anger Toward God

July 29-31

Jonah 3:10
“When God saw their deeds, that they turned from their wicked way, then God relented concerning the
calamity which He had declared He would bring upon them. And He did not do it. “
Last week we discussed the repentance of Nineveh and today we begin with God’s relenting; God changed
His plans and did not bring destruction upon the city of Nineveh. This would be a fabulous end to a prophetic
writing. God sees a city’s evil ways, calls forth a prophet who arises and proclaims to the wayward people
God’s coming wrath, the people repent, God relents, and no one perishes. A revival breaks out in a pagan
city, violence ceases and the world is a better place all because of the faithfulness of a prophet of a merciful
God. But this is not the end of the story. Once again the narrative confronts us with a stark opposite: Jonah
does not respond to Nineveh’s repentance and God’s mercy the way one might expect from a prophet of
God.

Jonah 4:1-4
“But it greatly displeased Jonah and he became angry. He prayed to the Lord and said, “Please Lord,
was not this what I said while I was still in my own country? Therefore in order to forestall this I fled to
Tarshish, for I knew that You are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abundant in
lovingkindness, and one who relents concerning calamity. Therefore now, O Lord, please take my life
from me, for death is better to me than life.” The Lord said, ‘Do you have good reason to be angry?’”

This is Jonah’s second recorded prayer and it is full of anger, condemnation, and finally, a reason for Jonah’s
disobedience to the call of God. Jonah claims he knew all along that God would not bring destruction to
Nineveh. How? Because Jonah knew the character of God to be gracious, compassionate, slow to anger, and
abundant in lovingkindness. Jonah’s knowledge could be both personal as well as from the witness of
scripture.
Israel has a history of straying from the commandments of God, and God has sent prophets along the way to
call the wayward children back into a covenantal relationship with Him. God has relented out of compassion
a multitude of times as their own religious history attests.
Here Jonah has the audacity to throw God’s own words back at him. In Exodus 34:6-7, God speaks these
words to Moses after giving the Hebrews the commandments for the second time:
“Then the Lord passed by in front of him and proclaimed, “The Lord, the Lord God,
compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in lovingkindness and truth...”
However, he stops short of quoting verse seven:
“...who keeps lovingkindness for thousands, who forgives iniquity, transgression and sin;
yet He will by no means leave the guilty unpunished, visiting the iniquity of fathers on the
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This omission hints at the foundational issue that Jonah has with God. Jonah is angry at God’s compassion
towards the people of Nineveh and Jonah is angry that God did not punish Nineveh for their evil. Most likely,
the violence that had been perpetrated upon Israel. Remember back to the relationship between Nineveh of
Assyria and the Israelites. These are Israel’s enemies—they have brought about the destruction of the nation
of Israel and brought untold suffering and death upon those whom Jonah loves.


Jonah wants the guilt of the enemies of Israel punished! Is Jonah’s anger understandable?

Another way of expressing Jonah’s attitude might be: God, you are the God of Israel; therefore, the enemies
of Israel should be the enemies of God!


What is backwards in this statement of belief?



Is Jonah’s attitude the same attitude that we as Christians struggle with today?

Jonah can know and say all the right things about God, but his heart isn’t anywhere close to what he
professes about God. Jonah understood the theology of God’s character-what it meant for God to be loving
and compassionate-but he used it in the wrong way: God be merciful to me, God be patient with me, God be
who you are for me–but smite my enemies!
Let’s look at God’s response to Jonah by looking at what God does not do or say:
 God does not take up the content of Jonah’s prayer;
 He does not correct Jonah’s rational for fleeing;
 God does not comment on Jonah’s recurrent death wish.
God focuses on the present issue by asking a question. God sets the agenda of the conversation, and the
agenda is the reason or right of Jonah’s anger. By doing so, God is asking Jonah to examine the meaning of
Jonah’s anger. God wants Jonah to get at the core of Jonah’s anger. Jonah is not acknowledging just how
recent Jonah needed and profited from God’s mercy. Jonah spurs God’s invitation and once again sets
distance between he and God by going outside the city.

Jonah 4:5-8
“Then Jonah went out from the city and sat east of it. There he made a shelter for himself and sat under it
in the shade until he could see what would happen in the city. So the Lord God appointed a plant and it
grew up over Jonah to be a shade over his head to deliver him from his discomfort.
And Jonah was extremely happy about the plant. But God appointed a worm when dawn came the next
day and it attacked the plant and it withered. When the sun came up God appointed a scorching east wind,
and the sun beat down on Jonah’s head so that he became faint and begged with all his soul to die, saying,
‘Death is better to me than life.’”


What do you think Jonah is expecting as he sits waiting to see what would happen in the city?



Consider this as well, If Jonah knew God so well, what do you think Jonah was doing when he
asked the sailors to throw him into the sea, back in chapter 1?
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This section records the only time we see Jonah cheerful. Jonah is happy because the plant has delivered him
from discomfort. But even though Jonah is enjoying being shielded from the heat of the sun, he is not thankful enough to change his attitude about the Ninevites. When the plant is eaten by a worm and dies, Jonah
again protests over the unfairness of it all. This is the third time Jonah has voiced his desire to die rather than
live with the realities of God’s compassion and mercy toward the enemies of Israel.


Does Jonah truly have a desire for death? What is at the core of Jonah’s statement?



What is the sad irony of this recurring statement about death?

Once again God responds to Jonah by asking Jonah to examine his anger.

Jonah 4:9-11
“Then God said to Jonah, “Do you have good reason to be angry about the plant?” And he said, “I have
good reason to be angry, even to death.” Then the Lord said, ‘You had compassion on the plant for which
you did not work and which you did not cause to grow, which came up overnight and perished overnight.
should I not have compassion on Nineveh, the great city in which there are more than 120,000 persons who
do not know the difference between their right and left hand, as well as many animals?’”



Are there times when we, like Jonah, might have a difficult time with God’s mercy? Let’s name
some….

If we are honest, we all struggle with God’s divine mercy. It messes with our sense of justice, especially if our
definition of justice means that the guilty are punished.


Why is it so important to us, that the guilty are punished?



What, like Jonah, do we have to forget in order to demand punishment over mercy?



What is the connection between Jonah’s anger at God’s compassion and mercy and our own
difficulty in forgiving others who have wronged us?

Jonah’s anger stems from a root of bitterness over the compassion and mercy of God. God does not play by
our rules of fair play. Intellectually, we know God’s mercy is beyond the merits of humanity, but that doesn’t
take away our desire for justice. It just doesn’t seem fair for those who cause such evil to go unpunished.
In the New Testament, Jesus places the need to forgive others in context with our need for forgiveness from
God. In Matthew 6:12, in what we call The Lord’s prayer,
“and forgive us our sins, as we have forgiven those who sin against us.”
And, when Peter asked Jesus how many times we were called to forgive others, Jesus replied not only seven
times, but seventy times seven.
Forgiveness is an important part of our spiritual life, a command we have from God, and one that is terribly
hard to do. One of the reasons that forgiveness is so very hard stems from our sense of justice. We, like
Jonah, want those who sin against us to be punished.
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We may not consciously connect our unwillingness to forgive with an anger toward God’s great compassion
and mercy, but it is there. If God does not consistently punish those who have sinned against us, then the
underlying thought is they got away with it. How can that be justice? This is where Jonah is most likely
residing: If God does not bring destruction upon Nineveh, they get by with the evil, pain, and destruction of
God’s people.
Part of what makes forgiveness so difficult is that someone has taken away something that might be
unfixable, especially when we are talking about loss of life. What we need to remember is that God is the only
one who has the power, ability, and desire to restore all that has been lost. Only God can heal both the one
who has been wronged and the one who did the wrong. God’s compassion and mercy takes into
consideration the ultimate healing and restoration of life. We may not see it in this lifetime, but God will make
things right—not through violence and punishments, but through divine healing and restoration.
DISCUSS:

 Bitterness stems from unresolved anger at God’s divine mercy and compassion.
 Unresolved anger at the unmerited mercy of God often inhibits our ability to forgive others.

The story ends without resolution, with Jonah sitting on the hill awaiting Nineveh’s destruction. The story
ends without any sign of a change of heart within Jonah. Jonah’s anger is eroding his relationship with God,
which brings about its own death wish-better to die than live within a relationship with a God of such great
mercy.
The narrative of Jonah stands as a mirror for each of us. We all have some Jonah within. We all struggle with a
God whose mercy is beyond human merit. We struggle with a God whose global will is that none should
perish.
God does not tell Jonah not to be angry but instead to reflect on the meaning of his anger. Examining our
anger can aid our journey of faith and help us to find the path to forgiveness and greater compassion.



What is the challenging message for today from the book of Jonah?



What is one thing you want to remember from this study of Jonah?



The captain and king both expressed hope. What is the message of hope we
find in the overarching message of Jonah?
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