
Jonah 
 
Jonah 1 
 
V1 – Jonah was the son of Amittai, which means “my truth” in Hebrew. He was a native of Gath-hepher, a 
small town in Galilee near Nazareth whose name means “wine-press” (Joshua 19:13, 2 Kings 14:25). In 
Islamic teachings, Mohammed is said to have considered Jonah his “prophetic brother”. 
 
V2 – Jeroboam II (reigned 793-753 BC) was king of Israel during the ministry of Jonah. Adad-narari III, king 
of Assyria (811-783 BC), was trying to rebuild his empire, which had been in decline since the days of his 
grandfather Shalmaneser III. He was successful in his lifetime, as commemorated by the Tell-al-Rimah 
Stele commemorating his exploits, but nevertheless Assyria declined until Tiglath-Pileser III seized the 
throne in 745 BC. 
 
Many commentators hold that the events in Jonah occurred between the death of Adad-nirari III (783 BC) 
and the death of Jeroboam II (753 BC). In this three decade period, Assyria was locked in a mortal struggle 
against Urartu, Mannai (Jeremiah 51:27) and Madai (Genesis 10:2) and was greatly weakened as a result. 
The weakness of Assyria at the time would have provided a good reason for the Ninevites to be open to 
repentance.  
 
Ninevah, located in the north of Mesopotamia, was founded around 4,500 BC.  It was famed for its 
wickedness.      
 
V3 – Assyria had fought against twelve nations including Israel (under King Ahab - 869-850 BC) at the 
battle of Qarqar (853 BC) as recorded in the Kurkh monolith. Later Shalmaneser III (858-823 BC) fought 
several campaigns against Israel and defeated them, forcing them to pay tribute. For example, the Black 
Obelisk of Shalmaneser III shows King Jehu bowing before him and paying tribute (841 BC). Adad-nirari III 
did the same thing and thus Assyria was established as a mortal enemy of Israel.  
 
Little wonder then that when God told Jonah to preach to the Ninevites, proclaiming judgment in the hopes 
of gaining repentance, Jonah fled. His entire life had been spent paying taxes to Assyria, fighting Assyrian 
soldiers and hearing of Assyrian atrocities.   
 
From Gath-hepher he traveled about 50 miles southwest to Joppa, whence he boarded a boat headed for 
Tarshish in modern Spain. Jonah wanted to go as far away as possible from the call of God. He would 
have packed for the long journey and the trip would have taken three days by foot so Jonah had plenty of 
time to reconsider what he was doing. He was also working in a job, perhaps a ministry, and would have 
had to provide some sort of explanation of what he was doing.  
 
Why do people flee the call of God? 

1. They are afraid of failure. 
2. They are afraid of success. 
3. They prefer the comfort and security of their current situation. 

 
How do people flee the call of God? 

1. They don’t hear because of sin in their lives, including lack of prayer, failure to study the Bible, and 
other types of disobedience. 

2. They pretend not to hear His call because they don’t like what they heard. 
3. They change their situation to make it harder for them to obey His call. 
4. They convince themselves that their current ministry is the most important and therefore justify 

staying in it. 
  
 



V4 – Shortly after departing a storm arose.  The prevailing winds in the Eastern Mediterranean are the 
Khamsins from the southeast in the sping and the Meltemis (Etesians) from the northwest in the summer. If 
Jonah is set in the summer (as is implied in Jonah 4:8), it is likely that the storm was blowing the ship back 
towards Israel. The storm was severe and began to sink the ship. 
 
V5 – The seamen were terrified and began to jettison cargo, hoping to lighten the ship so it would ride 
higher in the water and being less likely to sink.  It had to be bad because they were throwing overboard 
their chance of profit. Having done everything they could think of to save the ship, they then cried out to 
whichever god they believed in.  Most of the crew was probably Phoenician and they were polytheists. 
Though they may not have recognized it, two assumptions follow: 
 

1. The volume of prayer matters; and more prayer is better (cf. Matthew 6:7). 
2. When bad things happen, you can never know which god is angry and so you need to placate them 

all (cf. Acts 17:21-23). 
 
Jonah, landlubber that he was, went below to flee the storm and sleep. Panicked and emotionally 
paralyzed by the danger, his sleep was very deep.  
 
Notice here how Jonah’s sin did not merely threaten him, it endangered all of those people around him. 
 

1. The people of Ninevah were endangered because of the delay in hearing the message of God.  
2. The sailors were placed in peril by the storm caused by Jonah. 
3. The owners of the ship were in danger of losing their investment, which depending upon their 

financial situation could have been catastrophic.  
4. Those who had shipped their cargo faced similar financial peril. 
5. The actions of Jonah, probably a leader in service to the Lord in his area, may have threatened the 

faith of others by his bad example.  
 
Many people argue that most actions affect only the person who is doing it, and since no one else is 
affected, no one else can judge. This is patently false in every area of life. The goodness of one is a 
blessing to many others, and the wickedness of one is a curse to many others. It has always been so.  
 
V6 – The ship’s captain, nearly abandoning all hope, went below to see what else he could do. He found 
Jonah sleeping and woke him up. His questions “what are you doing, are you sleeping?” suggest 
exacerbation and even anger. At a loss for what else to do, he told Jonah to call upon his god so that 
perhaps the god would save them. Such severe storms were uncommon but not unknown in sailing season 
(cf. Acts 27:9-20).  
 
V7 - Casting lots was a common method of divination, identifying the will of the divine, in ancient times. No 
one knows exactly what they did, but was probably like rolling dice. The sailors cast lots to discover who 
was responsible for this distress. According to the will of God, Jonah was identified as the cause of the 
problem.    
 
V8 – To these polytheistic sailors, the gods were capricious. They insisted on knowing why some god was 
punishing Jonah. Was he an evil man who deserved this treatment, or was he a good man that some deity 
had become angry with for no reason?  Should they try to save him or not? They wanted to know where he 
came from and who his people were. 
 
V9 – Jonah admitted his Hebrew origins and his service to Jehovah, the God of the Hebrews. While the 
sailors probably would not have placed Jonah’s God above any others in their pantheon, Jonah’s claim that 
his God was the God of the Heavens (and therefore of storms) and that He made the sea and the land, in 
light of this terrible storm, would have alarmed them.  If Jonah angered the creator of the sea, their straits 
were desperate.  
 



V10 - Jonah then told the sailors that he was running away from the presence of God, and they were even 
more afraid. 
 
V11 - The men did not know what to do, for nothing that they had tried before was working.  
 
V12 – To his credit, Jonah knew what to do and spoke honestly to the sailors. The storm was his fault, and 
he knew it. He knew that if he were cast overboard, death would be certain. Jonah was courageous 
enough to take the punishment for his sin.  
 
V13 – The sailors knew the end result of Jonah’s solution also, and did not want the blood of this Hebrew 
on their hands. What would his god do to them if they killed him?  As a result, they rowed even harder 
towards land; probably back towards Joppa. 
 
V14 – Seeing no alternative to Jonah’s death, and knowing that the alternative was the death of all hands 
aboard, the crew begged God to forgive them for what they were about to do; throw Jonah overboard. 
Jonah was guilty in fleeing from God, but he was “innocent” in that he had not been convicted by any 
human court and therefore should not have been executed.  
 
V15 – They threw the reluctant prophet overboard, and the sea quickly grew calm.  
 
V16 – Seeing the immediate response to their action, the crew saw no alternative to believing that God 
was at work. They promised to sacrifice to Him when they reached shore, and made vows. This probably 
does not mean that they became proselytes but rather that they vowed to worship Jehovah alongside their 
other gods. This mixing of belief systems is syncretism; and is on a par with Indian Hindus worshipping 
Jesus as one of many gods.  
 
V17 – Jonah was swallowed by a large sea creature but not killed. He was in the “fish” for up to 72 hours.  
 
Since the earliest times, and certainly since the days of Augustine (354-430 AD), people have doubted the 
truth of this story. Augustine quotes the mocking pagans: 
 

“Please tell me what we are to think about Jonah, who is said to have been three days in the belly of 
a whale. It is improbable and unbelievable that he should have been swallowed up with his clothing 
and should have been inside the fish.”   
 
Augustine replied “I have noticed that this sort of question is a matter of much jest and much 
laughter to pagans…either all divine miracles should be disbelieved or there is no reason why they 
should not be believed.”   

 
Skeptics such as Voltaire (1694-1778), Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), Christopher Hitchens (1949-2011), 
Richard Dawkins (1941-), and Sam Harris (1967-) notwithstanding, such arguments against Christianity 
have been around for millennia and are no better now than they were then.  Solomon said “there is nothing 
new under the sun” and, regarding the nature of man and of God, there is no more new under the sun 
today than there was then.  
God did not have to use a fish to save Jonah. The account suggests that the ship was close to land when 
the storm hit, and God could have sent a piece of driftwood for Jonah to grab, and then pushed him to land 
with the current and the wind. Had the Lord used driftwood, no one would have doubted the story, and all 
of the other outcomes could have stayed the same. But He did not. God chose to use a fish not just to save 
Jonah but to set the stage for the resurrection 800 years later.  
 
Jonah 2 
 
V1 – We don’t know how much time elapsed between Jonah entering the water and being swallowed by 
the sea creature. He was likely unconscious, because a flailing man might attract a large predator but is 



harder to swallow until he stops. After being swallowed by the fish Jonah, he must have regained 
consciousness and, still terrified but in his right mind, prayed to the Lord. He may have believed at first that 
he was in Sheol, only eventually realizing that he was alive on earth. 
 
Notice that the sailors had no way to know that Jonah survived. In their minds, he was dead.  
 
V2 - Though Jonah lived on in the stomach of the sea creature, he had no way of knowing that death would 
not soon come to him. The hours he spent alone in the belly of the fish would have given no clue of the 
ministry that was to follow. Even though he was under the sea, Jonah knew that God is the God of the Sea 
and could hear him. Therefore he called on God, and He answered him. Even after realizing that he was 
still alive, that he had been delived from drowning in the tempest, Jonah may have felt like he was calling 
from the abode of the dead. Always faithful, the Lord heard his cry. 
 
V3 – Jonah accurately described the situation. God had cast him into the deep, primordial chaos that was 
the sea. Further he was deep in the sea, far from the help of others. Jonah’s prayer is a petition for 
salvation from his current peril.  
 
V4 – The prophet had probably never been to sea before this episode, and therefore the depths of the 
unknown seemed as far away as he could get from the Lord. Nonetheless, as Job had no hope except for 
God (Job 13:15), neither did Jonah. 
 
V5 – The terrifying sea was all around him. If the creature that swallowed Jonah was normally an eater of 
plants, he may indeed have had seaweed wrapped around his head. 
 
V6 – Jonah used a mountain and earth metaphor to describe how badly he was trapped and how far away 
from the Lord he felt. Nonetheless, God protected him and helped him. Notice the similarity between this 
metaphor and the resurrection of Jesus. The “earth with its bars” was figuratively around Jonah, and the 
“earth with its bars” was literally around Jesus.  
 
V7 – Jonah may have recalled regaining consciousness while in the fish. Nonetheless, the Lord brought 
him back to remember Him.  
 
VV 8-9 – The prophet was obviously writing this passage after it had happened. From that vantagepoint, it 
was increasingly clear that idols were vain. The Lord, the One with the power to save from disaster, was 
God. All glory and power belonged to Him.  
 
V10 - Undoubtedly a plant eating fish had trouble digesting such a large meal, an adult human. The sea 
creature swam to shore, but not necessarily the one that the ship’s crew was rowing for, and vomited him 
out. It is likely that he ended up on a beach in the eastern Mediterranean, probably in northern Israel, and 
began the rest of his ministry from there.  
 
Jonah 3 
 
VV 1-2 – Ever patient, the Lord again told Jonah to go to Nineveh. A casual reading might suggest that 
God commanded Jonah again shortly after his episode with the fish but this is unlikely. More probably 
Jonah returned home to rest and recuperate and God called him later. For some reason Jonah got a 
second chance, but that is not always the case.  
 
The Lord did not reveal the message yet, but probably did so during Jonah’s journey to Nineveh. The 
phrase “great city” seems to be based on its population, not its political importance as seat of the Assyrian 
Empire. Denizens of Washington D.C. might do well to consider this perspective.  
 
V3 – Finally understanding the futility of fleeing from God, Jonah went to Nineveh. The city was large, 
requiring a full day to walk from the outskirts to the administrative center.  Including the suburbs, it took 



three days to walk from one end to the other. The population at the time was probably more than 120,000 
people. Samaria, the capital city of Israel, by contrast, held about 30,000 people.  
 
Modern archeology has identified the inner walls of Nineveh, stretching about eight miles. Diodorus 
Siculus, a first century BC writer, estimated the circumference of the outer walls at about 60 miles. (HL 
Ellison, Jonah, Expositor’s Bible Commentary, 1985) 
 
V4 – Reaching the center of the city, Jonah proclaimed that in 40 days, Nineveh would fall to its enemies. 
Since the Assyrian empire was in a death struggle with Urartu, Mannai and Madai, Jonah’s prediction was 
terrifyingly believable. The apogee of Urartu civilization occurred between 800 and 760 BC, exactly the 
time in which Jonah ministered.  
 
V5 – Between the clear threat of imminent disaster from the north and the work of the Spirit of God in the 
hearts of the people, Jonah’s message got through. The Ninevites, so accoustomed to feasting, began 
fasting.  These sinful people, so used to fine clothes, put on sackcloth. Sackcloth, made of goat’s hair, was 
the coarsest and least comfortable of clothing; worn by the poor, prisoners, slaves, and mourners. There 
was no discrimination by class’ everyone from small to great repented before God.  
 
Up until this point in the story, the Israelite name for God, Jehovah (יהוה Yĕhovah), was used. Here however 
the writer changes to elohim (אלהים 'elohiym), the generic Semitic world for the chief of all gods. Like Paul 
after him, Jonah was confronting a polytheistic society with the judgment of the Lord of the Universe, not a 
local deity.  
 
V6 – Assyria was an autocracy and the word of the king was all powerful. Facing implacable enemies from 
without and a declining empire within, he was willing to repent. His people followed. The king of Nineveh is 
the same as the king of Assyria.  
 
VV 7-8 – The king’s decree turned his feelings into law. The fast was absolute, restricting food and water 
from man and beast for three days. Rather than gratify fleshly desires such as food, the Ninevites were 
required to hunger for spiritual food.  However, not only were people to fast and pray, they were to cry out 
to God, repent for the evil and violence they had done. 
 
The Oriental mind, and the mind which sees man and beast as created by a common God, conceives of a 
powerful link between humans, animals, and the rest of the natural world. The secular mind sees only a 
biological link.  
 
V9 – The Ninevites did not know the God of Israel, but just like the polytheistic sailors on the cargo ship 
earlier in the story, they believed that an unknown god might be punishing them for something and that this 
god needed to be appeased. 
 
V10 - Consistent with His lovingkindness, God relented in His judgment against Assyria.  
 
Jonah 4 
 
V1 – Jonah responded exactly as he expected; with anger that the Lord delivered his hated enemy. 
Though he had realized the futility of running from God (cf. Psalm 139:7-12), he had not learned the more 
important lesson that the Lord wanted to teach.  
 
V2 – Jonah knew the Lord well enough to recognize His forgiving spirit and His lovingkindness (cf. 2 
Samuel 24:14), and what he feared had come about; God had forgiven the Assyrians.         
 
V3 – Rather than rejoice at the great work of the Lord, Jonah wallowed in self-pity.  As usual, his self pity 
derived from impotent anger.  Living less than a century after Elijah, Jonah may have been intentionally 
echoing the sentiments of his famous predecessor.  



 
V4 – Identifying the problem, God ignored Jonah’s foolish request and directed His inquiry toward the sin 
that generated it; anger. 
 
V5 – Rather than answer the Lord, Jonah left the city and went to a hill overlooking the town. He still hoped 
that God would punish the city and so built a little hut to shade him from the blistering heat of the day.  
 
We can only wonder what the prophet was thinking. God had spared Nineveh and Jonah had voiced his 
disgust. Did Jonah think that God would change His mind and destroy the city because Jonah was 
displeased with the outcome? Did he think that somehow the Lord owed it to him to smite his enemies? 
Why could this prophet of God who knew His character not rejoice at the Lord’s forgiveness? Had not God 
forgiven Jonah of a great sin and restored his life just a few weeks before? How quick we are to forget our 
own sins, and God’s gracious response, and yet how slow we are to forget the sins of others.  
 
V6 – Even to thickheaded prophets, the Lord is gracious. He tried again to teach Jonah a lesson and free 
him from his slavery to hate. It is possible that a plant miraculously grew up overnight to provide shade to 
Jonah in his hut. It is also possible that Jonah had built his hut in the shade of an existing plant, and that 
God had done something to the plant so that the shade increased. Commentators in history have generally 
assumed that this was the castor oil plant, which is indigenous to the area, grows tall and fast, and 
provides shade. The prophet was elated. 
 
VV 7-8 - The next day, however, a creature killed the plant, making it tumble into the dust around Jonah. 
The shade was gone and the prophet sweltered in his hut under the withering sun.  A scorching wind 
blowing from the deserts to the east multiplied Jonah’s discomfort. Jonah again thought of death.  
 
V9 – God again replied at the point of Jonah’s sin; his anger. The Lord asked if he had a right to be angry 
about the wilting of the plant. In a blaze of self-righteousness and exaggeration Jonah replied that he had 
every right to be angry, even angry enough to kill. Jonah was still conscious and healthy enough to walk 
back into the city for food, water and shelter. Since he was the prophet who had delivered them from 
destruction, the Ninevites would probably have greeted Jonah as a hero. All Jonah had really lost was his 
shade, and yet he acted as if he had suffered some grave personal injury.                                                                                                           
 
VV 10-11 – God concluded His argument. Jonah had no right to be angry about the gourd because he had 
done nothing for it; neither planned nor worked. The Lord, on the other hand, had created everything in 
Nineveh, either directly or through the hands of men. He loved the people and the animals in the city, and 
wanted them to repent. Jonah’s preaching had been the tool that God used to provide clarity to these 
confused Ninevites, who knew neither right nor wrong.  
 
Notice also that the love of God knows no boundaries. He cared as much for the Assyrians as He did the 
Israelites. It is man’s love, not the love of the Almighty, which is limited. The book of Jonah should put to 
rest all national chauvinism in the name of God.  
 

 


