
The story of Jonah is fast-moving, surprising, and exciting to read, but it is not history for
history's sake. Its focus is instruction. Each chapter unfolds an act of the story:
CHAPTER 1: Jonah's adventures at sea began when he ran away from his duty and ended up
overboard, cast from a ship into the Mediterranean and swallowed by a fish (1:17).
CHAPTER 2: From the fish's belly (2:1) Jonah "remembered the Lord" (2:7) and prayed.
CHAPTER 3: Jonah warned Ninevah (3:4), they repented (3:5-9), and God relented (3:10).
CHAPTER 4: An angry Jonah (4:1-4) sat under a plant God used to teach a lesson (4:5-11).
Here are six lessons from the book we can apply to our lives today:
1. Stop Running from Responsibility - Far from lazy, Jonah responded to God by
vigorously jumping into action—doing the exact opposite! God said to "arise and go" to
Ninevah (1:2) and Jonah did get up and go, "but Jonah rose to flee" (1:3) not just from his
mission, but to run from "the presence of the Lord" (1:3). Told to go East, he headsWest
toward Tarshish, a place "at the other end of the world from Nineveh" (Allen), perhaps in
Spain, it was "known as the westernmost place in the Mediterranean world (Ps. 72:10; Isa.
60:9; 66:19; Ezek. 38:13)" (Bruckner). To fulfill a God-given mission is to serve before him (cf.
1 Ki. 17:1; Jer. 15:19; 20:19). This is shocking: God has spoken, and yet Jonah refuses to
speak his word (cf. Amos 3:8)! Tarshish is mentioned three times in one verse and the
presence of the Lord twice in this same verse so that we see Jonah has abandoned the service
of God.Have you embraced all of your God-given duty?
2. Imitate God Concern About All People - The closing thought of the book is God's
impartial mercy (4:11), just as it opened with his impartial judgment (1:2). Far from the
nationalistic spite of Jonah (4:2), the Lord had "pity" for the many souls in Ninevah (4:11). In
fact, the gentiles show themselves more righteous than the Hebrew Jonah. The foreign sailors
correctly rebuke Jonah (Jon 1:6), fear God (1:10), try their best to avoid casting Jonah
overboard (1:13), praying for mercy (1:14), and worshipping (1:16). The people of Ninevah
too, wicked as they were (1:2), heard theWord from the Lord and responded (3:4-5), unlike
Jonah whose initial response was rebellion (1:3). But the most telling part of Jonah's story is
often the most neglected: the interaction between God, Jonah, and a God-given shade plant
(chapter 4). Jonah had no problem with God's merciful forgiveness when it led to his own
deliverance from the fish's belly, but when God spared an entire city, Jonah was angry.
Perhaps Jonah saw in Ninevah the great enemy of his people,maybe even perceiving the
coming doom the Assyrians would eventually bring upon the kingdom of Israel (2 Kings
17:6).Whatever the reason, God calls Jonah to task for wanting God's mercy to serve his own
selfish purposes, without pity for the rest of God's creation. In the book's closing words, God
gives a piercing rebuke—not only to Jonah, but to all of us who may become so self-involved
we neglect to mirror God's heart for the lost: “You pity the plant, for which you did not
labor…which came into being in a night…And should not I pity Nineveh, that great city, in
which there are more than 120,000 persons who do not know their right hand from their
left…?” (Jon 4:10–11, ESV).Do you impartially share the word with all people (Mt. 28:19-20)?
4. Trust the Power of God's Word - The entire revealed content of Jonah's sermon to
Ninevah consists of eight words: “Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!” (Jon 3:4).
As a result of this Word, "the people of Ninevah believed God" (3:5), mourned in sackcloth
and ashes (3:5-7; Mt. 12:41), and called out "mightily to God" (3:8).Do you believe that if you
faithfully speak the truth, the message is sufficient in itself to accomplish God's purposes?
5. Repent and Turn - At the heart of Ninevah's response is repentance (cf. Mt. 12:41), with
a "turn" from their "evil way and…violence" (3:8). Repentance was clearly God's goal in
warning Ninevah (cf. 4:2), as it is for most of God's prophets (e.g. Is. 30:15; Jer. 35:15; Ezek.
14:6), including John the Baptist (Mt. 3:2), and Jesus (Lu. 13:5). Jonah illustrates how a
human change of heart can lead to a divine change of plans, as God relents in response to
Ninevah's repentance (3:10; Jer. 18:8). In fact, Jews traditionally read Jonah on the Day of
Atonement, a day of national repentance. Judgment for your sins can still be averted if you
repent and obey the Lord.
6. Call on the Lord - In Jonah, we witness the peril of the sailors, Jonah, and the Ninevites.
Each group finds salvation only after they "call" on the Lord (1:6,14; 2:2; 3:8). Deliverance
comes from the Lord, and only when we turn to Him will he save. "And now why do you wait?
Rise and be baptized and wash away your sins, calling on his name'" (Ac 22:16).

Jonah's historicity has come into question in
recent years. It has been called a parable or a
parody, based on factors like the strange "fish
story," the symmetrical structure, and the large
size of Ninevah's population. It's worth noting
that many who hold this view maintain its
inspiration. Yet there remain good reasons to
view the book as a historical account.
1) While some modern scholars consider
Jonah fiction, this is a new perspective. Until
the eighteenth century, Jews and Christians
seem to have unanimously considered Jonah
factual. The first century historian Josephus
recorded it as part of his history of the Jewish
people, saying, "But, since I have promised to
give an exact account of our history, I have
thought it necessary to recount what I have
found written in the Hebrew books concerning
this prophet" (Wiseman). This universal
conclusion by those more familiar with ancient
genres should not be easily disregarded.
2) The book's historicity is also supported by
the identification of "Jonah son of Amittai"
(1:1). A prophet with this name is identified
during Jeroboam II's reign (2 Kings 14:25).
While the author is anonymous, he has
identified the main character as a historical
figure who lived in the eigth century BC. The
book's introduction parallels Elijah's
commission to the gentile city, Zarephath (2 Ki
17:8-9), and the historical narrative that
follows (2 Ki 17-19) is "the closest literary
parallel to the book of Jonah" (Wiseman).
3) The book's sophisticated writing and intent
to teach have no bearing on the genre. A
historical narrative can be didactic and full of
literary devices. Furthermore, the historical
concerns raised by those suggesting a fictional
approach to the book have been (in my
opinion) answered by ongoing scholarly work
on eigth century Assyria (cf.Wiseman, 81-88).
4) Finally, for those (like myself) who believe in
the whole Bible's inspiration, the words of
Christ in the gospels suggest that he viewed it
as history: "The men of Nineveh will rise up at
the judgment with this generation and
condemn it, for they repented at the preaching
of Jonah, and behold, something greater than
Jonah is here" (Mt 12:41).

•Wiseman, D. J., Alexander, T. D., & Waltke, B. K. (1988). Obadiah,
Jonah and Micah: an introduction and commentary (Vol. 26).
Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press.
• Allen, L. C. (1976). The Books of Joel, Obadiah, Jonah, and Micah.
Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.
• Bruckner, J. (2004). Jonah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah (p. 43).
Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House.

Jonah12
VOICES
SERMON SERIES

Is Jonah a True Story?


