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4. Despite Jonah’s fearful flight to Tarshish, 
God is not finished with his man. There are 
people to save from judgment in Nineveh, 
and God, who can command the waves, 
swallow Jonah up in a fish and spit him back 
on dry land, can do so much more in the 
future. Share stories of some turn around in 
your own weakness or reluctance to serve 
God or be faithful to a command of God—
what are you able to do now for God, that 
you couldn’t some years ago? 
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 �� � � �
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� � � � � � � � �� � �
Jonah 1:1-3 
1 The word of the LORD came to 
Jonah son of Amittai: 
2 "Go to the great city of Nineveh 
and preach against it, because its 
wickedness has come up before 
me." 
3 But Jonah ran away from the LORD…   (NIV) 
 
Jonah is the most unusual of the so-called “Minor Prophets”  in that 
he is the most reluctant to serve God at His call. 
Perhaps this places Jonah in a suitable position 
to be likened to many churches today! One of 
Jonah’s distinguishing features is that his 
mission is to those outside the Hebrew nation. 
He is a called to be a missionary to those people 
of God who do not yet know they are people of 
God. 
 
� � � 	 
 �� �� � � �� �
Nineveh is described at the start of the book as a 
"great city" whose "wickedness has come up 
before" Adonai. The wickedness of Nineveh 
may well have been something that the narrator 
of Jonah could have taken for granted (read 
Nahum to get a feel for how Hebrew readers 
may have felt about the imperial city), but he 
declares it aloud at the start of his account. 
When Nineveh is next mentioned (3:2) its 
wickedness is no longer mentioned. By contrast 
it is said to be "a great city to God" (3:3), and 
three days journey.  
 



 

2 

Nineveh knew many 
glorious days in the 
Assyrian empire. From 
about 885 to 625 B. C., the 
Assyrians dominated the 
ancient world. Numerous 
passages in the Old 
Testament report advances 
of Assyrian military forces 
against the neighboring 
kingdoms of Judah and 
Israel during these years. As early as 841 B. C., Jehu, king of Israel, 
was forced to pay tribute to the dominating Assyrian ruler, 
Shalmaneser III. This kind of harassment continued for over a 
century until Israel finally fell to Assyrian forces about 722 B. C. 
Nineveh, at the time of Jonah’s visitation was a very significant city 
of the great Assyrian Empire, during the years when that nation was 
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contradicts expectation. They dwell in their 
own countries, but only as sojourners; they 
bare their share in all things as citizens, and 
they endure all hardships as strangers. Every 
foreign country is a fatherland to them and 
ever fatherland is foreign… Their existence 
is on earth, but their citizenship is in 
heaven…”     
       
          
Q. What are people likely to say in our city/
nation about Christians today? What regard 
might be had for Christians and their God 
when speaking out on matters like:  
  - abortion    
  - euthanasia    
        - care for the poor   
  - unjust treatment of foreigners  
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2. 1 John 2:15 tells Christians, “Do not love the 
world.”  In Romans 12:2 Paul urged not to 
conform to “the pattern of this world.”  In 
what sense do the writers mean the “world”?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. The Epistle to Diognetus was written by an 
anonymous author some 50 years after the 
New Testament period. One extract reads:
             
“Christians are not distinguished from the 
rest of mankind either in locality or in 
speech or in customs. For they dwell not 
somewhere in cities of their own, neither do 
they use some different language, nor 
practice an extraordinary kind of life… But 
while they dwell in cities of Greeks and 
Barbarians as the lot of each is cast, and 
follow the native customs in dress and food 
and the other arrangements of life, yet the 
constitution of their own citizenship, which 
they set forth, is marvelous, and confessedly 
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relatively weak. Following the death of King Adad-nirari III in 783 
B.C. the nation was not strong again until Tiglath-pileser III seized 
the throne in 745 B.C. 
During this 37-year 
period Assyria had 
difficulty resisting its 
neighbors to the North, 
the Urartu mountain 
tribes who allied with 
their neighbors, the 
people of Mannai and 
Madai. These invaders 
pushed the northern 
border of Assyria south 
to within less 
than 100 miles of 
Nineveh.  
 
Nineveh stood on the eastern bank of the Tigris River. It had walls 
30 metres high and 15 metres thick. The main one was punctuated 
by 15 gates, and 13 kilometres long. The total population was 
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probably about 600,000 including the people who lived in 
the suburbs outside the city walls (though Jonah quotes a smaller 
number in 4:11). Nineveh became one of the capitals of Assyria 
during the reign of Sargon II (721-705 B.C.), and it became 
Assyria©s sole capital during the 
reign of his son, Sennacherib (705-
681 B .C. ) .  A s w i t h t wo 
predecessors, Elijah and Elisha, 
Jonah also ministered in and to Israel 
as well as in Phoenicia and Aram. 
The residents of Nineveh were 
idolaters and worshipped Asur and 
Ishtar, the chief male and female 
deities, as did almost all the 
Assyrians. Assyria was a threat to 
Israel©s security (cf. Hos. 11:5; Amos 
5:27). Perhaps this is one reason 
Jonah refused to go to Nineveh. He 
feared the people might repent and 
that God would refrain from punishing Israel©s enemy (4:2).  
 
Nineveh was indeed a great city whose history stretched back as far 
as Nimrod, who built it as well as Babel and several other cities in 
Mesopotamia (see Gen. 10:11-12). Nineveh occupied more than 
700 hectares and stood on the east bank of the Tigris River across 
from the modern Iraqi city of Mosul (see map on page 2). 
 
� � � 	 
  
Q. 1 What do we know about Jonah’s ancestry? (see Jonah 1:1 
and 2 Kings 14:25 and Josh. 19:13 and the map on page 2) 
 
 
Q. 2 The opening words of the book have a similarity to other 
prophetic books. What would you say are the differences between 
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� � �� � �� � � � 
 � � �
 

1. Ben Amittai means “Son of Faithfulness”  in 
Hebrew. This was Jonah’s family name. 
Faithfulness literally ran in his blood. 
Commitment was part of his make-up. 
However, in the opening chapter of Jonah’s 
story, he runs in the opposite direction to 
God’s call upon him as a prophet.  
        

Q. What challenges do you find most 
hard to face up to in God’s general 
commands? 
 
 
 
Q. What is it that is so difficult about 
telling people outside the church that 
their ways are not God’s ways? Why do 
we resile from taking any stand against 
the actions of others? When is it right to 
speak up and when to shut up? 
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� 
 	 � �� � �� � � �� � ��� � � � �
1:17 The swallowing of Jonah by a large fish has proved a difficult 
tale for critics to take literally. One commentator, Miskotte (pages 
426-427 of his commentary) has some wise words on this subject: 
 
"The ©fish© will be strange and miraculous only if one thinks of the 
whole book, not as a sermon in the form of a novella, but as a 
historical chronicle of the adventures of an odd character - but even 
then not so miraculous that it is ©impossible©. It follows from this that 
it is an advantage to the preaching if the preacher has also learned to 
put the story, the haggadah, to the service of God©s Word and self-
witness, but that he who has not yet learned this need not find it a 
disadvantage, unless it be the disadvantage that he may encumber the 
whole sermon with the appearance of incredibility, because to many 
(and not merely ©modern©) listeners it is this one point that appears 
incredible." The great fish "swallows" Jonah, the action of 
"swallowing" is seldom neutral, usually it is God©s enemies who are 
"swallowed". The vomiting of 2:10, which will reverse this, is also 
commonly negative. Job 20:15 is interesting as it has an interplay of 
"swallow", "vomit" and "belly" referring to the traditional fate of the 
wicked and godless person: He swallows down riches and vomits 
them up again; God casts them out of his belly.  ("belly" here in Job 
is beten, while the belly of the 
fish in Jonah is me'ah, but in 
Jonah 2:2 the Psalm refers to 
beten she'ol).  
 
"Three days" the parallel here to 
Jesus is suggestive, however we 
should remember that its meaning 
is often similar to the somewhat 
vague "couple of days" in today’s 
vernacular.  
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Jonah and other prophets of the bible? Look at the following texts 
for what “normal”  prophets do: 

·   Amos 3:3-8; 7:10-17 
·  Jeremiah 20:9 
·  Compare Jonah’s response to God’s call (1:3). 

 
 

In the recent feature film, I am Legend, Robert Neville (Will 
Smith) is a brilliant scientist, but even he could not contain the 
terrible virus that was unstoppable, incurable... and manmade. 
Somehow immune, Neville is now the last human survivor in 
what is left of New York City... and maybe the world. But he is 
not alone. He is surrounded by "the Infected"—victims of the 
plague who have mutated into carnivorous beings who can only 
exist in the dark and who will devour or infect anyone or 
anything in their path. For three years, Neville has spent his days 
scavenging for food and supplies and faithfully sending out radio 
messages, desperate to find any other survivors who might be out 
there. All the while, the Infected lurk in the shadows, watching 
Neville©s every move, waiting for 
him to make a fatal mistake. 
Perhaps mankind©s last, best 
hope, Neville is driven by only 
one remaining mission: to find a 
way to reverse the effects of the 
virus using his own immune 
blood. But his blood is also what 
The Infected hunt, and Neville 
knows he is outnumbered and 
quickly running out of time. 
Unlike our prophet for study, 
Neville  knew a great motivation 
to reach any who might be able 
to hear him and to find a remedy 
for their plight. 
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Consider the contrast in the narrative of chapter 1 verse 5 and 
following: 
 
SAILORS                 JONAH 

 
 
Q. 3  What seems to be the significance of Jonah’s name, which 
means “Dove, son of my truth”? See the following texts: 
 

·  Ps 55:6; Ezek 7:16; Hos 11:11 ___________________ 
 
·  Isa. 38:14; 59:11 _________________________ 
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Q. 4 Which direction is Tarshish from Ninevah? (See map on page 
2) 

·  1:2 "Go at once to Nineveh" literally ©get up, go© cf. v.3 
"Jonah set out to flee" literally ©Jonah rose to flee to 
Tarshish©. 

 
 
 
Q. 5 Is Jonah©s sleep (1:5) a sign of trust in God or of even deeper 
flight?  
 

·  His motives are often unclear. For example, in v.12 is his 
request/offer to be thrown into the sea, vicarious self-
sacrifice, or self-punishment and refusal of God©s grace? 

 
 
 
Q. 6 Note the Captain’s “each way bet”  in 1:6 when he is faced 
with certain destruction of his boat. In what way are people today a bit 
like the captain with a polytheistic pragmatism (ie. any god will do if 
prayer offered to them "works)? Do you know of any examples? 
 

·  See 1:11 to note the pragmatism of the “ faith”  of the 
sailors. 

 
 
 
 
Q. 7 In 1:16 the sailors see convincing evidence that Jonah©s "God 
of heaven" does indeed control the sea: "they feared Adonai even 
more".. Their "fear" leads to appropriate actions "sacrifice" and 
"vows". What, by contrast was Jonah’s only motive and response? 
(see v.9,10)  
 
 
 
 


