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4. The Jonah Saga (3Q 2015—Missionaries) 

 

Biblical material: Jonah 1–4, 2 Kings 14:25, Isa. 56:7, Isa. 44:8, Matt. 12:40, Rev. 14:6–

12; Acts 10:34, 35. 

 

Quotes 

• Not only the ship, but the whole world becomes too small for Jonah. Martin 

Luther 

• If the Bible had said that Jonah swallowed the whale, I would believe it. William 

Jennings Bryan 

• God has always chosen the slow and difficult way, respecting human freedom at 

all cost.  Philip Yancey 

• Evangelism’s highest and ultimate end is not the welfare of men, not even their 

eternal bliss, but the glorification of God. R. B. Kuiper 

• And Jonah stalked to his shaded seat and waited for God to come around to his 

way of thinking. And God is still waiting for a host of Jonahs in their comfortable 

houses to come around to his way of loving. Thomas Carlisle 

• When you have nothing left but God you will become aware for the first time that 

God is enough. Dag Hammarskjold 

 

Questions 

 What are the significant points in the story of Jonah? How does this story help us 

understand what it means to be God’s missionary? What aspects of Jonah’s character 

impact his mission? Why does he complain to God that he is too kind and merciful? What 

does this tell us about the way we should implement the mission God has given us? 

 

Bible summary 

  Jonah 1–4 is the whole story compressed into a short account. How interesting it 

would be to have some more details, especially about Jonah and how his message was 

understood and received—and whether the Ninevites kept their promises. Jonah gets 

another mention in 2 Kings 14:25. He would have done well to think as Isaiah did, having 

total confidence in God (see Isa. 44:8). Jesus references Jonah, saying he too will be in 

the earth as Jonah was in the belly of the fish (Matt. 12:40). Rev. 14:6–12 is the third 

angel’s message. Peter’s conclusion after seeing the vision of the animals on the sheet is 

that “in every nation God accepts those who respect him, and do what is right. You know 

the message he sent to Israel, sharing the good news of peace that comes from Jesus 

Christ, who is Lord of all.” Acts 10:34, 35 FBV. 

 

Comment 

The book of Jonah is so different to the other minor prophets that unfortunately 

some have dismissed it as a mere fable. Sandwiched between the obedient prophets 

Obadiah and Micah, Jonah is the anti-prophet, the one who reveals a whole new side to 

the divine-human relationship. In fact Jonah is more of a parody of what is meant to be 

the arrangement between God and his prophet, and the result is a very serious depiction 

of the prophetic call, of judgment, and the nature of God—all in a story that is at the same 

time full of comic irony. 
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Jonah’s decision not to respond positively to God is the first big surprise. Prophets 

were meant to do as they were told. That God allowed Jonah to react in the way he did is 

the first important lesson here, and is a major insight into the nature and character of God. 

 The thought of being seen as “going over to the enemy” and the potential damage 

to his prophetic reputation must have been one aspect in Jonah’s rejection of the call. 

Jonah came from the northern borders of Israel and would know the reputation of 

Nineveh. He was already a “successful” prophet, so why go on this mission. No other 

prophet was so called, so he could claim this was an unfair expectation on the part of 

God. 

 Jonah could also see this as a suicide mission. How could an Israelite convince 

the mighty capital of their enemies that he was right? Instant death awaited him. 

 Jonah’s decision to escape by ship was not an easy way out. Ancient ships were 

very small and vulnerable. He also decided to go to the extreme west of the known world, 

as far away from Nineveh in the east as possible. This is no easy option; in fact it was 

highly dangerous.  

 He also seems to believe that by placing so much distance from the God of Israel 

he could escape him. Perhaps Jonah believed like many of his contemporaries that the 

“tribal” god was only effective in the local region. That God intervenes so far from home 

is another major lesson for Jonah and his people to learn.  

 Jonah’s self-centred choice speaks to us too. Despite all his profession of faith, his 

declared spiritual values, when hard choices arise, he fails. That God goes along with him 

speaks so well of God’s character as he allows Jonah time to return. God eventually 

intervenes to bring Jonah to his senses—but he is concerned to make sure Jonah has the 

time to think about it! 

 On the basis of some Biblical incidents (e.g. Uzzah) you could be forgiven for 

asking why Jonah was not immediately punished for his disobedience. But the book of 

Jonah is surprising in many aspects, and is rightly identified as the story of grace. Our 

gracious God allows us to reject him and go our own way if we please, but does not leave 

us to our fate. He will repeatedly work to win us back, and not to allow our foolish 

choices to overwhelm us. However if Jonah had continued to totally reject God and his 

call, in the end God would have had no choice but to allow Jonah the consequences of his 

actions. That’s the message here—and throughout the book—the gospel of good news 

from our gracious God. 

 If Jonah truly was an amazing evangelist, then why do we not see Nineveh as a 

long-term nation under God? Or are we playing by the rules that just look at the numbers 

converted, and not at those who made a commitment that lasted a lifetime? How do we 

judge results anyway? 

 The response to the message of imminent destruction is that “the Ninevites 

believed God.” On what was such “repentance” based? How did they believe, and in 

what? The concern of the king of Nineveh was for survival—his, and his people. Notice 

his words—that God might turn from his fierce anger. 

 As is so often the case in the Old Testament narrative, God has to shout and 

threaten to get any response. This then leaves him vulnerable to the charges Satan has 

laid against him—charges that include the accusation that he is a cruel and angry tyrant 

who demands his own way. In working for the people of Nineveh, God chose a dramatic 

method, a wake-up call, but once again the results do not seem to be very long lasting. 
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Just like Israel at the foot of Mt. Sinai, they obeyed as long as they were afraid. Once the 

fear was gone, so was the repentance.  

 All too often we also act like Jonah when God doesn’t act as we think he should. 

We talk as Jonah did, believing that we know best and that God should follow our 

thinking. Jonah mis-related to God in having conveyed God’s message and then thinking 

he knew what God should do. In setting himself up as the arbiter of Nineveh’s fate he 

placed himself above God. He did not argue with God as Abraham did for good, but 

wanted Nineveh destroyed to satisfy himself. In this Jonah paralleled the human 

misconceptions of God as a Being of anger and violence, one who sent destruction and 

was the cause of the unpleasant human condition. 

The book of Jonah is rightly recognized as providing a great deal of insight into 

the nature and character of God. The real question is “why is this important?” Some 

argue that it doesn’t really matter what concept of God you have as long as you obey the 

rules and do as you are told. What is wrong with that concept? Is salvation a matter of 

correctly understanding God? Or is just the application of the provided solution that will 

save us? 

 Jesus made it clear that he wanted to reveal God as he truly is. Yet even this belief 

can become something that is seen as just a dogmatic point. We may even have the right 

picture of God, and yet do nothing about it, or not wish to have a relationship with such a 

God. It is not just a question of getting the picture right, it is also vital to love such a God 

as he is revealed! It seems that Jonah was included in Scripture primarily to reveal God’s 

true nature—in contrast to the mistaken ideas of just about everyone else. Even God’s 

spokesman Jonah had some severe deficiencies in his God picture, while we can only 

speculate on the errors believed by the sailors and the Ninevites. So how do we apply 

Jonah’s experience to ourselves?  

 

Ellen White Comments 

 As the prophet thought of the difficulties and seeming impossibilities of this 

commission, he was tempted to question the wisdom of the call. From a human viewpoint 

it seemed as if nothing could be gained by proclaiming such a message in that proud city. 

He forgot for the moment that the God whom he served was all-wise and all-powerful. 

While he hesitated, still doubting, Satan overwhelmed him with discouragement. The 

prophet was seized with a great dread, and he “rose up to flee unto Tarshish.” Going to 

Joppa, and finding there a ship ready to sail, “he paid the fare thereof and went down into 

it, to go with them.” {PK 266.2} 

 Nineveh, wicked though it had become, was not wholly given over to evil. He 

who “beholdeth all the sons of men” (Psalm 33:13) . . . perceived in that city many who 

were reaching out after something better and higher. . . . God revealed Himself to them in 

an unmistakable manner, to lead them, if possible, to repentance… The lesson is for 

God’s messengers today, when the cities of the nations are as verily in need of a 

knowledge of the attributes and purposes of the true God as were the Ninevites of old… 

The only city that will endure is the city whose builder and maker is God… The Lord 

Jesus is calling upon men to strive with sanctified ambition to secure the immortal 

inheritance. {CC 230} 

As the preaching of Jonah was a sign to the Ninevites, so Christ’s preaching was a 

sign to His generation. But what a contrast in the reception of the word! {DA 406} 
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