JONAH
Nineveh spared!
The reluctant prophet is shocked by God’s mercy and the city’s repentance
How to read Jonah
If you’ve ever thought that some people are beyond hope—so evil that they are incapable of
change—the book of Jonah may upset your thinking. Consider serial killers, rapists, drug kingpins, or terrorists: It’s not unnatural to wish that such violent, hate-filled individuals would be
punished. But this book shows us that God wants to extend his grace and mercy to even the
worst of people. It also challenges us to see that God may want to use us to reach out to the very
people we may despise or see as beyond redemption.
Masterfully written, this book seeks to grab your attention from the opening sentence to
the question at the end. Read looking for the implications of the call of God on Jonah’s life—and
on yours. God’s boundless compassion shattered Jonah’s bitter prejudice against Nineveh, the
powerful capital of Assyria, which had sorely oppressed Israel. God’s eagerness to forgive the
repentant sinner exposed the narrowness of Jonah’s heart and illustrates for us the greatness
of God’s love. When Jonah grumbled against God for showing grace to Israel’s enemies, God’s
compassionate response was “ Shouldn’t I feel sorry for such a great city?” (4:11).
As you read, look for passages that show God’s compassion for all people. Note his desire for
repentance and forgiveness regardless of what someone has done, and the extraordinary lengths
to which he will go to get our attention. Rejoice as you observe the book’s central truth that God
wants the Good News of salvation to be proclaimed to all people who do not know him.
Who wrote it?
Most likely the prophet Jonah wrote autobiographically about what had happened to him.
When was it written?
Probably between 785 and 750 BC, during the reign of Jeroboam II, the king of Israel (see 2Ki
14:25).
Why was it written?
To tell the story of God’s concern even for the enemies of his people and to show how God used
a reluctant prophet as a vehicle of his grace.
What was happening at that time?
Israel’s northern kingdom had regained its influence under Jeroboam II. But the Assyrians, whose
capital city was Nineveh, were asserting themselves in increasingly menacing ways.
SourceView Insights
Of all the minor prophets Jonah’s cast presents the most evenly spread distribution of color
in the SourceView text. The Narrator’s words occupy 51 percent of the text, God’s 9 percent,
Jonah’s 27 percent, and everyone else’s (The Ship’s Captain, The Ship’s Crew, and Nineveh’s King
& Nobles) 13 percent.
One of the key things to observe are the many questions raised in this book. Not one of the
speaking roles is without a question. God asks three questions:
t “Is it right for you to be angry about this?” (God 3)
t “Is it right for you to be angry because the plant died?” (God 4)
t “Shouldn’t I feel sorry for such a great city?” (God 5)
Jonah asks one revealing question:
t “Didn’t I say before I left home that you would do this, LORD?” (Jonah 6).
The captain asks one question:
t “How can you sleep at a time like this?” (The Ship’s Captain 1).
The inquisitive crew ask a total of seven questions:
t “Why has this awful storm come down on us?” (The Ship’s Crew 1)
t “Who are you?” (The Ship’s Crew 2)
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t “What is your line of work?” (The Ship’s Crew 2)
t “What country are you from?” (The Ship’s Crew 2)
t “What is your nationality?” (The Ship’s Crew 2)
t “Oh, why did you do it?” (The Ship’s Crew 3)
t “What should we do to you to stop this storm?” (The Ship’s Crew 4)
The Nobility of Nineveh ask one crucial question:
t “Who can tell?” (Nineveh’s King & Nobles 1).
Another element that stands out with the SourceView format is we see a huge emphasis
on prayer. The longest participation of each of the human actors has them either in prayer or
addressing the issue of prayer:
t 59 percent of Jonah’s words in this book are his prayer from inside of the fish (Jonah 4)
t The captain’s primary command is to pray (The Ship’s Captain 2)
t The crew pray desperately to God for their lives depend on it (The Ship’s Crew 5-6); and
t The leadership of Nineveh issue a decree to all its citizens to fast and “everyone must
pray earnestly to God” (Nineveh’s King & Nobles 1).
In light of this, consider what new measures of prayer would God call you to in order to see
your world transformed?
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11 The Lord gave this message to Jonah son of Amittai:
up and go to the great city of Nineveh. Announce my judgment against it because I have seen how wicked its people are.”
3 But Jonah got up and went in the opposite direction to get away
from the Lord. He went down to the port of Joppa, where he found
a ship leaving for Tarshish. He bought a ticket and went on board,
hoping to escape from the Lord by sailing to Tarshish.
4 But the Lord hurled a powerful wind over the sea, causing a
violent storm that threatened to break the ship apart. 5 Fearing for
their lives, the desperate sailors shouted to their gods for help and
threw the cargo overboard to lighten the ship.
But all this time Jonah was sound asleep down in the hold. 6 So
the captain went down after him.
“How can you sleep at a time like this?”
he shouted.
“Get up and pray to your god! Maybe he will pay attention to us and
spare our lives.”
7 Then the crew cast lots to see which of them had offended the
gods and caused the terrible storm. When they did this, the lots identified Jonah as the culprit.
8 “Why has this awful storm come down on us?”
they demanded.
“Who are you? What is your line of work? What country are you
from? What is your nationality?”
9 Jonah answered,
“I am a Hebrew, and I worship the Lord, the God of heaven, who
made the sea and the land.”
10 The sailors were terrified when they heard this, for he had
already told them he was running away from the Lord.
“Oh, why did you do it?”
they groaned. 11And since the storm was getting worse all the time,
they asked him,
2 “Get

23-39 Isa-Mal SourceView SECOND.indd 1178

2/10/2011 12:14:57 PM

1179
The Ship’s Crew 4
Jonah 2
The Narrator 9
Jonah 3
The Narrator 10
The Ship’s Crew 5
The Narrator 11
The Ship’s Crew 6
The Narrator 12

Jonah 4

The Narrator 13
God 2
The Narrator 14

JONAH, Narrator 1 to 14
“What should we do to you to stop this storm?”
12 “Throw me into the sea,”
Jonah said,
“and it will become calm again. I know that this terrible storm is all
my fault.”
13 Instead, the sailors rowed even harder to get the ship to the
land. But the stormy sea was too violent for them, and they couldn’t
make it. 14 Then they cried out to the Lord, Jonah’s God.
“O Lord,”
they pleaded,
“don’t make us die for this man’s sin. And don’t hold us responsible
for his death. O Lord, you have sent this storm upon him for your
own good reasons.”
15 Then the sailors picked Jonah up and threw him into the raging sea, and the storm stopped at once! 16 The sailors were awestruck
by the Lord’s great power, and they offered him a sacrifice and vowed
to serve him.
17* Now the Lord had arranged for a great fish to swallow Jonah. And Jonah was inside the fish for three days and three nights.
21* Then Jonah prayed to the Lord his God from inside the fish.
2 He said,
“I cried out to the Lord in my great trouble,
and he answered me.
I called to you from the land of the dead,*
and Lord, you heard me!
3 You threw me into the ocean depths,
and I sank down to the heart of the sea.
The mighty waters engulfed me;
I was buried beneath your wild and stormy waves.
4 Then I said, ‘O Lord, you have driven me from your presence.
Yet I will look once more toward your holy Temple.’
5 “I sank beneath the waves,
and the waters closed over me.
Seaweed wrapped itself around my head.
6 I sank down to the very roots of the mountains.
I was imprisoned in the earth,
whose gates lock shut forever.
But you, O Lord my God,
snatched me from the jaws of death!
7 As my life was slipping away,
I remembered the Lord.
And my earnest prayer went out to you
in your holy Temple.
8 Those who worship false gods
turn their backs on all God’s mercies.
9 But I will offer sacrifices to you with songs of praise,
and I will fulfill all my vows.
For my salvation comes from the Lord alone.”
10 Then the Lord ordered the fish to spit Jonah out onto the
beach.
31 Then the Lord spoke to Jonah a second time:
2 “Get up and go to the great city of Nineveh, and deliver the message
I have given you.”
3 This time Jonah obeyed the Lord’s command and went to

1:17 Verse 1:17 is numbered 2:1 in Hebrew text. 2:1 Verses 2:1-10 are numbered 2:2-11 in Hebrew text. 2:2 Hebrew
from Sheol.
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Nineveh, a city so large that it took three days to see it all.* 4 On the
day Jonah entered the city, he shouted to the crowds:
“Forty days from now Nineveh will be destroyed!”
5 The people of Nineveh believed God’s message, and from the greatest to the least, they declared a fast and put on burlap to show their
sorrow.
6 When the king of Nineveh heard what Jonah was saying,
he stepped down from his throne and took off his royal robes. He
dressed himself in burlap and sat on a heap of ashes. 7 Then the king
and his nobles sent this decree throughout the city:
“No one, not even the animals from your herds and flocks, may
eat or drink anything at all. 8 People and animals alike must wear garments of mourning, and everyone must pray earnestly to God. They
must turn from their evil ways and stop all their violence. 9 Who can
tell? Perhaps even yet God will change his mind and hold back his
fierce anger from destroying us.
10 When God saw what they had done and how they had put a
stop to their evil ways, he changed his mind and did not carry out the
destruction he had threatened.
41 This change of plans greatly upset Jonah, and he became very
angry. 2 So he complained to the Lord about it:
“Didn’t I say before I left home that you would do this, Lord? That
is why I ran away to Tarshish! I knew that you are a merciful and
compassionate God, slow to get angry and filled with unfailing love.
You are eager to turn back from destroying people. 3 Just kill me
now, Lord! I’d rather be dead than alive if what I predicted will not
happen.”
4 The Lord replied,
“Is it right for you to be angry about this?”
5 Then Jonah went out to the east side of the city and made a
shelter to sit under as he waited to see what would happen to the city.
6And the Lord God arranged for a leafy plant to grow there, and
soon it spread its broad leaves over Jonah’s head, shading him from
the sun. This eased his discomfort, and Jonah was very grateful for
the plant.
7 But God also arranged for a worm! The next morning at dawn
the worm ate through the stem of the plant so that it withered away.
8And as the sun grew hot, God arranged for a scorching east wind to
blow on Jonah. The sun beat down on his head until he grew faint
and wished to die.
“Death is certainly better than living like this!”
he exclaimed.
9 Then God said to Jonah,
“Is it right for you to be angry because the plant died?”
“Yes,”
Jonah retorted,
“even angry enough to die!”
10 Then the Lord said,
“You feel sorry about the plant, though you did nothing to put it
there. It came quickly and died quickly. 11 But Nineveh has more than
120,000 people living in spiritual darkness,* not to mention all the
animals. Shouldn’t I feel sorry for such a great city?”

3:3 Hebrew a great city to God, of three days’ journey. 4:11 Hebrew people who don’t know their right hand from their
left.
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