
W E E K  1

P R I V I L E G E D  P R O P H E T
J O N A H  1: 1 – 3

Have you ever considered how amazing it is that God reveals himself to people? He 
certainly doesn’t have to. Sometimes we take God’s word, the Bible, for granted, don’t 
we? We view our daily Scripture reading as one more thing on the to-do list and even 
(dare we say it?) as if we’re fulfilling a spiritual obligation. That’s why it’s good to be 
reminded that the only reason we can know God is that he has chosen to make himself 
known, first to people like the prophets and later, to us today, through the prophets’ 
message and God’s entire written word. Jonah, as one of Israel’s prophets, was someone 
who received God’s word straight from the source, from God himself, as we see this 
week. But on the occasion before us now, Jonah doesn’t want to hear God’s word, and 
he does all he can to close his spiritual ears.

1. THE WORD OF THE LORD (1:1)

To Jonah is given one of the best of good gifts:

“Now the word of the Lord came to Jonah the son of Amittai.” (v. 1)

We’re told very little about Jonah in this first verse other than his father’s name, but we 
do know a bit about Jonah from his earlier years as a prophet, a time when God made 
him the bearer of good news for God’s people. On that earlier occasion, the military 
aggression of Assyria had weakened another one of Israel’s enemies, Syria, enabling 
Israel, under the leadership of King Jeroboam II, to regain territory that Syria had taken 
from them in battle. Jonah had prophesied this Israelite victory.
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 Read 2 Kings 14:23–26, which recounts 
this earlier episode in Jonah’s life.

 Jonah is identified as “the son of Amittai,” which means “son of my faithfulness.”3 The 
name isn’t so much about the faithfulness of Jonah’s father or of Jonah himself but 
about God’s faithfulness to Jonah, as we will soon see. The actual meaning of Jonah’s 
name is “dove.” What does Hosea 7:11 reveal about the meaning of Jonah’s name?

The Old Testament 
Prophets

“Those who were called to 

be prophets under the old 

cove nant were appointed 

to bring the people of 

Israel special messages 

from God and to watch 

over the Israelites to ensure 

that they kept the terms 

of their cove nant with the 

Lord. Essentially, the Old 

Testament prophets were 

spokesmen for God.”2
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• How does this passage in 2 Kings liken
King Jeroboam II of Jonah’s day to an
earlier King Jeroboam (identified here
in 2  Kings as the son of Nebat), and
what does this likeness reveal about the
spiritual state of Israel at this time?

• Why, according to 2 Kings 14:26, did God give this good news to Jonah and then

carry it out?

Hosea shows that one meaning of "dove" is "silly and without sense." Dove 
conveys other meanings in the Bible, but the usage in Hosea is applicable to 
Jonah, as the book shows.

The second Jeroboam "restored the border of Israel," which means he regained some 
Israelite territory that had been lost in battle. The impetus for this military feat was 
Jonah's prophecy that Jeroboam would have success in reclaiming those lost borders. 
God gave this word of hope to Jonah because "the Lord saw that the affliction of 
Israel was very bitter, for there . . . was none to help." The Lord's covenant promise 
to preserve his people is here in verse 26.

The mention of two Jeroboams can be a 
bit confusing. The point to make is that 
both Jeroboams were evil and led Israel 
down a bad path. 
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2. GET UP AND GO (1:2)

The word God has for Jonah is detailed and specific:

“Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and call out against it, for their evil has 
come up before me.” (v. 2)

If you recall from the introduction, Nineveh was the military capital of Assyria, the 
headquarters for its ruthless and aggressive army. Although at the time of Jonah’s 
call the growth of Assyria had stalled somewhat, Assyria was still a feared and 
powerful force in the ancient world and would become a superpower in another 
generation.

As a prophet in Israel, Jonah was surely familiar with the military ups and downs 
involving Assyria. Adding to his knowledge was his proximity to Assyria. Jonah’s 
hometown, Gath-Hepher, was only about 500 miles from this enemy nation, and 
word about the goings-on in Assyria no doubt trickled into Gath-Hepher on a regular 
basis. (You might want to take a look at the map on page xv and fix in your mind the 
locations of Israel and Assyria, especially the great city Nineveh.)

There was something else that might have shaped Jonah’s thoughts about the Assyr-
ians—a prophecy given to a fellow prophet, Amos, who served in Israel at the same 
time as Jonah. Amos foretold a day when God would turn the military might of Assyria 
against Israel, God’s very own people, because of Israel’s refusal to repent of sin (take 
a look at Amos 3:11).

In light of that background, it’s easy to imagine how Jonah might have felt when he 
received God’s directive. This word from God, contrary to the earlier word he’d received 
that foretold God’s work of grace and mercy in Israel (2 Kings 14:25–26), was for the 
benefit of people who would gladly do harm to Israel. Go to the Assyrians and warn 
them? This new word was a hard word and an unwelcome one for Jonah.

 Jonah wasn’t the only prophet in Israel to receive a challenging assignment from 
the Lord. Before Jonah’s time, God sent Elijah the prophet to confront evil head 
on. In Elijah’s case, it was the evil of Israel’s very own King Ahab. Read 1 Kings 
18:1–46, which recounts one of these confrontations, and answer the following 
questions on the next page.
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• How does Elijah respond when the Lord tells him to go to Ahab?

• How does Elijah demonstrate great faith in 1  Kings 18:22–40 and again in
41–46?
Elijah trusted that the Lord would expose idols as worthless. Afterward, he kept
looking for rain even when it seemed none was forthcoming.

• How does Elijah challenge God’s straying people in 1 Kings

18:21?

• How does Elijah address the powerful King Ahab? (See 1 Kings 18:17–18.) Elijah
is courageous in ordering Ahab to gather Israel to watch a display of God's
power, even before the miracle unfolded. He also shows great courage when he
accuses Ahab of being the source of Israel's troubles.

• What do you learn from this story about the God-appointed role of Israel’s Old
Testament prophets?
The OT prophets illuminated that the Lord, Yahweh, is the only God and that he
keeps his covenant promises.

The point is, whom will you serve--yourself or the Lord?

He goes without argument. Elijah's actions all through the story stand in 
contrast to the selfish cowardice of Jonah.



Jonah 1:1–3  5

 Given how the great prophet Elijah responded to the Lord’s instructions, history that 
Jonah surely knew about, how would we expect Jonah to respond when the Lord 
calls him?

 Jonah is instructed to go to Nineveh and tell the Ninevite people that the Lord sees 
what they are doing and calls it “evil” (v. 2). Not knowing the God of Israel, the 
people of Nineveh most likely viewed their ways and their deeds quite differently, so 
we’d expect them to respond, “Who cares what Israel’s God thinks of us?” The real 
question, however, isn’t what they think of God but what God’s thinks of them. The 
fact that God takes notice of these Assyrian people and sends Jonah to tell them—
what does this reveal about God himself?

3. ON THE RUN (1:3)

The Lord’s instructions were crystal clear. Jonah has been told what to do: “Arise, 
go . . .” He’s been told where to do it: “to Nineveh.” God has even given him a reason: 
“their evil has come up against me.” There was only one thing for Jonah to do—get up 
and go. But that’s not what he did:

“But Jonah rose to flee to Tarshish from the presence of the Lord. He went 
down to Joppa and found a ship going to Tarshish. So he paid the fare and 
went down into it, to go with them to Tarshish, away from the presence of the 
Lord.” (v. 3)
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God blessed Elijah's courage and faith with great displays of his power. Knowing 
all this history should have encouraged Jonah to follow in Elijah's faithful 
footsteps. He should have gone immediately to Nineveh when God first called him.

The Lord sees and knows everyone and takes note of every heart and will judge 
or show mercy as he chooses. No one escapes God's notice. The Lord identifying 
the Ninevites as "evil" indicates that those Ninevites are responsible to God--he 
alone determines what is evil and what is righteous. 
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 What words or ideas are found more than 
once in verse 3, and what does each rep-
etition communicate to us?

 How might Jonah’s earlier “success”—his 
prophecy of military victory (the episode 
we noted in 2 Kings 14)—have contributed 
to his present desire to run away from 
God’s call to go preach in enemy territory?

 How does Psalm 139:7–12 show us the folly of Jonah’s actions?

Joppa

“Joppa was 35 miles 

(56 km) northwest 

of Jerusalem on the 

Mediterranean Sea and 

was a major seaport. 

Joppa had the only 

natural harbor in all of 

Palestine. Though the 

surrounding reefs made 

it dangerous for ships 

to enter the harbor, it 

was still greatly valued 

because of its strategic 

location for trade with 

the west.”4
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The word "down" appears twice in verse 
3. This is important because it indicates
the trajectory of Jonah's spiritual life.
Ask group members to keep an eye out
for this downward course of Jonah's life
at this point.  Also clear in verse 3 is
Jonah's trying to get away from the
presence of the Lord.

No doubt he was popular and well-regarded for prophesying good news for Israel. 
Now  the Lord is calling him to give a salvation message to Israel's most hated 
enemies. The people are likely to see him as a traitor, and no doubt he fears the loss 
of his reputation.

The psalm makes crystal clear that there is simply no escaping the Lord!
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 We always pay a price when we run away from God. How do we see the beginnings 
of that here in Jonah’s flight?

 Tarshish, Jonah’s intended destination, was likely somewhere along the coast of 
Spain, although no one is exactly sure of its precise location. A ship departing from 
Joppa would have sailed west in the Mediterranean Sea—in the exact opposite direc-
tion of Nineveh. Tarshish is included in a prophecy made by Isaiah, who foretold 
how God would one day bless this place and other nations. But at the time of both 
Isaiah and Jonah, that blessing had not yet come. What is indicated in Isaiah 66:19 
about the spiritual state of Tarshish at the time of these prophets, and how might 
that reveal a bit about why Jonah wanted to flee there?

“When you run away from the Lord you never get to 
where you are going, and you always pay your own 
fare. But when you go the Lord’s way you always get 

to where you are going, and he pays the fare.”5
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He had to fork over the money to board the ship to Tarshish. If he'd obeyed God, 
we can infer that he would have been provided with all the necessary means to get 
to Nineveh. Regardless of how those details would have worked out, the 
implication here is that disobedience is always costly. 

Yahweh, to a place where he won't be questioned or criticized. Perhaps he 
believes, wrongly, that if he can just get God out of sight, he can get him out of 
mind as well.
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Icon
Let’s Talk
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LET’S TALK

1. Jonah was privileged to hear the word of God firsthand, but we are 
equally privileged—even more so—because we have his word written 
down for us. What practical means do you use to work it into your mind 
and heart? How can a saturation in Scripture guard us from running 
away like Jonah did? Take a look at Proverbs 4:23, Romans 12:1–2, and 
Hebrews 4:12.

2. Discuss a time when you were tempted to run away from God (or actu-
ally did!), a time when you resisted the clear instructions in his word or 
the wisest path it indicates. How did it work out for you?
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G O I N G  D O W N !
J O N A H  1 : 4 – 6

We find Jonah where we left him last week—on a ship heading west toward Tarshish 
on the Mediterranean Sea. Jonah shouldn’t have been on board this boat. In fact, he 
should have been headed in the exact opposite direction, east, toward Nineveh, where 
God had called him to go. Jonah is running away from God’s call. But it’s actually 
much worse—he’s running away from God himself. Rebelling against God is always 
costly. Jonah got an initial taste of this cost when he had to fork over the fare for the 
journey. But financial loss was just the beginning. As we’ll see, the costs continue to 
mount. While this is a very sobering reality—for Jonah and anyone who runs away 
from God—hidden within these costs, these consequences, is God’s mercy. We’re going 
to see how the Lord moves heaven and earth (literally!) to restore his wayward people 
and win their hearts.

1. WIND AND WAVES (1:4)

The very first thing the Bible reveals about God, way back in Genesis 1, is that he cre-
ated heaven and earth and everything in them. But his creating didn’t stop once the 
universe was set in motion. God’s creative work is ongoing. He creates every sunrise, 
all animals and flowers, and each human being down to the smallest detail. The God 
who created everything has always controlled every aspect of his creation, and we 
glimpse this power at work here in verse 4:

“But the Lord hurled a great wind upon the sea, and there was a mighty tem-
pest on the sea, so that the ship threatened to break up.” (v. 4)
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 “But the Lord  .  .  .” The first word of verse 4, but, is important because it links 
us back to verse 3. What does this linking word reveal about the reason for the 
storm?

 Storms are fascinating to watch from the safety of indoor shelter. We’re awed by 
flashes of lightning and crashes of thunder and the sight of trees bent low by the 
wind as dense roiling clouds shroud the landscape in darkness. Storms—each and 
every one—are designed and sent by our Creator God. Pick two or three (or more) 
of the following passages and jot down what each reveals about the Lord of storms 
and his purposes for sending them. Afterward write a summary statement that notes 
any common themes you discover.
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The purpose of the storm was to halt Jonah's fleeing from God.

• Exodus 9:13–29
The plague of hail was meant to show Egypt, especially Pharaoh, that there is
only one true God, the Lord God of Israel. Egypt worshiped numerous deities,
many of which were thought to control weather and other natural phenomena, 
and if rightly worshiped, these gods would be favorable toward the Egyptians. 
The hail plague proved their worship false.

• Exodus 19:10–20 with Hebrews 12:18–24
God manifesting his glory is called a "theophany," and such theophanies are shown 
through powerful forces of nature such as awe-inspiring displays of thunder and 
lightening.

• Joshua 10:7–11
God can work in and through his creation to protect his people. Here, he sends
hail to stop Israel's enemies.
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• Psalm 29:1–4

God's majesty is revealed in a powerful storm.

• Psalm 107:23–32
God creates storms and then stills those storms to draw people
to himself.

• Isaiah 30:30–32
Displays of God's power over nature are also sent to terrify
the wicked.

• Nahum 1:3
God's control over nature debunks false gods and exposes their 
powerlessness.

• Revelation 16:17–21

Storms can be an indicator of God's pending judgment.

• Summary Statement:
God works in and through his own creation to reveal his glory,
power, and authority over everything and everyone.
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 As we return to Jonah, how is the storm impacting his journey?

“A genuine Christian will never succeed in 
f leeing from God; at a certain point of his own 
choosing, God is certain to step in, and when he 

does he will act with pinpoint accuracy.”6

2. CRISIS MANAGEMENT (1:5)

We meet the mariners now, the men who made their living hauling cargo on this ship. 
We know nothing about them personally other than their responses to the storm:

“Then the mariners were afraid, and each cried out to his god. And they hurled 
the cargo that was in the ship into the sea to lighten it for them. But Jonah 
had gone down into the inner part of the ship and had lain down and was fast 
asleep.” (v. 5)

This was no small storm. We were just told in verse 4 that the Lord “hurled” the wind 
upon the waters to bring about “a mighty tempest.” The mariners were likely experi-
enced at navigating the ship in all kinds of weather, so the fact that they’re afraid points 
to how powerful this storm was.

Despite their fear, the mariners do all they can to secure the ship. The waves wash-
ing over the vessel will weigh it down and gradually submerge it, so to stay afloat, 
they must lighten the load. They begin with the cargo. Into the sea it goes, and with 
it all their earnings from the journey. Money becomes meaningless when one’s life 
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Get your answer here from verse 4, where we see that the relentless power of the 
storm is taking a toll on the Tarshish-bound ship. 
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is at stake. Just as the Lord had hurled the wind onto the sea, the mariners hurl 
the cargo.

 Divesting the ship of cargo was no fear-based reflex. It’s what any knowledgeable 
mariner would do in a storm, whether afraid or not. But fear is what made each 
one cry out for divine intervention. How does Romans 1:19–20 reveal why they look 
beyond themselves for help?

 Jonah’s rebellion has brought the mariners into a perilous situation, yet we mustn’t 
suppose they were good men deserving of rescue. How do Psalm 14:1–3 and Romans 
3:10–12 help us understand why?

 In those days (and in our day too), people who didn’t know the Lord God of Israel 
worshiped other gods and goddesses, false gods that the Bible calls “idols.” What 
does Isaiah 44:10–20 reveal about idols?

Jonah.FBS.583261.int.indd   13Jonah.FBS.583261.int.indd   13 8/2/23   3:13 PM8/2/23   3:13 PM

Everyone knows that God exists, but the majority choose to suppress this 
knowledge. Helplessness can bring this covered-up knowledge to the 
forefront.

Because human beings are born in sin, none deserves God's grace and mercy. 
Even our best works are tainted by sin, rendering us guilty before a holy God. 

Idols produce nothing but shame in those who create them. Serving a false god 
leads to spiritual blindness and actually takes away all that's good in life rather 
than gives it. 
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 Meanwhile, where is Jonah? Surprisingly, almost impossibly, he’s asleep below deck. 
We’re told that he had gone down below and had lain down for a nap. How does this 
wording carry forward what we’re told about Jonah in verse 3?

The mariners cry out to gods that can’t help, while Jonah ignores the only God who 
can. The fact that the prophet is able to sleep in the storm-tossed ship exposes the depth 
of his desire to escape not only God but also his conscience and the consequences of 
his rebellion.

3. WAKE UP, JONAH! (1:6)

The captain of the ship makes his precarious way below deck, and he can hardly believe 
his eyes when he sees Jonah:

“So the captain came and said to him, ‘What do you mean, you sleeper? Arise, 
call out to your god! Perhaps the god will give a thought to us, that we may 
not perish.’” (v. 6)

Each mariner has already cried out to his preferred god for help, and the captain wants 
Jonah to make a plea to his God as well. Like all idol worshipers, the captain preferred 
to hedge his bets. If his hometown god failed to provide, maybe another one would 
come through.
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This would be a good place to go back and identify each instance of the 
word "down" in the story thus far and retrace Jonah's downward 
course.

 Idol worshipers are the same in every age. Centuries later, in the New Testament, 
the Gentiles—those not part of God’s cove nant people—sought blessings from what-
ever god seemed most ready, willing, and able to provide. How does the apostle Paul 
refute the lies of idolatry in Acts 17:22–28?

God is the giver of life and sovereign over all of creation, so worshiping any other so-
called god is futile.



Jonah 1:4–6  15

We don’t set up gods of rivers and sky and fertility today, but we are just as prone to idol 
worship as the people in Bible times. Modern idols are things like money, fame, and 
success. The heart of idol worship in every age is seeking life and blessing in anyone or 
anything apart from the Lord. There is only one real God, of course, who can actually 
receive worship and answer prayers.

 “Wake up, you sleeper!” exclaims the frantic captain. What an interesting choice of 
words. In waking Jonah, the captain unknowingly gets underneath Jonah’s physi-
cal drowsiness, penetrating all the way into his current spiritual condition. Read 
Isaiah 52:1–2, Ephesians 5:11–14, and Revelation 3:2–3. Although these passages are 
rooted in different times and situations in the history of God’s people, the message 
to spiritual sleepers is the same in each. What is that message?

 Centuries later, in a different storm on a different sea, another prophet—the ulti-
mate prophet, the Lord Jesus—was asleep in a teetering boat. Read Matthew 8:23–27 
to answer the following questions.

• Why is the disciples’ reaction to the storm similar to the mariners’ reaction in
Jonah?
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The cry to Jonah is a cry to us as well--wake up! Jonah's physical sleep reflects 
spiritual sleep, where God is first ignored or disobeyed, and then, as a result, 
spiritual sluggishness sets in. As believers, we are called to be awake to the things 
of God--his word and ways. 

• In what way is Jesus’s sleep different from Jonah’s?

• Jonah's sleep is an escape from reality. Jesus's sleep is peaceful
because he created reality.

The fear of the men in both stories is due either to misplaced faith (the 
mariners trusted in powerless idols) or to weak faith (the disciples were slow to 
believe that Jesus was God, with all the power of God at his disposal.
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“Are we willing to turn to God’s Word for new 
direction? Are we willing to come to God, 

confessing our sins and seeking power for new 
obedience? Our unwillingness will never overrule 

God’s sovereign plans, but by turning anew to 
the way of the Lord, responding either to gentle 
nudges in our hearts or to chastening storms in 
our circumstances, we can f ind anew the path—

the way of the Lord—that is marked by blessing.” 7

LET’S TALK

1. Identify some popular idols of today. How can you know if some-
thing or someone has become an idol in your heart? Discuss how Isaiah
44:10–20 guides you not only to recognize an idolatrous temptation but
also how to crush it out.

Icon
Let’s Talk
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Money, beauty, youth, power, fame, followers, and pleasure--these are 
some of today's most prevalent idols. One way to test whether something 
has become an idol in our life is to examine its place in our heart. The 
big question is: What, if I were to not have it/lose it, would make my life 
not worth living?  
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2. It’s good every once in a while to examine our hearts to see if we are spiritually
asleep. Take stock of your own heart while pondering one or more of the following
passages: Romans 13:11–14, Ephesians 5:14–21, and 1 Thessalonians 5:6–8.
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L I F E  O R  D E A T H
J O N A H  1 : 7 – 1 6

The storm-tossed cargo ship can’t withstand much more battering. As the ship is car-
ried up and over the crest of each new wave, the structure weakens, creaking and 
groaning and taking on water. Jonah has joined the desperate mariners up on deck, but 
given his state of mind, it’s unlikely that he is making much of an effort to help save 
lives. Only when the mariners can do no more to shore up the ship do they turn their 
fear in a spiritual direction. Fear has a tendency to do that. We want to pay attention 
to how fear is expressed in this portion of the story. We’re going to see how the pagan 
mariners act more godly than Jonah, much to the prophet’s shame, and how things 
turn out for them when the sea quiets down.

1. HE’S THE ONE! (1:7–10)

“And they said to one another, ‘Come, let us cast lots, that we may know on
whose account this evil has come upon us.’ So they cast lots, and the lot fell 
on Jonah. Then they said to him, ‘Tell us on whose account this evil has come 
upon us. What is your occupation? And where do you come from? What is your 
country? And of what people are you?’ And he said to them, ‘I am a Hebrew, 
and I fear the Lord, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the dry land.’ 
Then the men were exceedingly afraid and said to him, ‘What is this that you 
have done!’ For the men knew that he was fleeing from the presence of the 
Lord, because he had told them.” (vv. 7–10)
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Desperate circumstances call for desperate measures, so the mariners seek divine 
guidance. They don’t really care where it comes from—they just know they need 
the sort of help that transcends human capabilities. So they cast lots. No one is quite 
sure what these lots consisted of in ancient times, but most likely they were some 
sort of dice or multicolored stones. The Israelites practiced lot-casting as well, look-
ing to the Lord for guidance, and he chose to work through those means to guide 
his people.

 The lot has fallen on Jonah, and he doesn’t try to deny that he’s the one responsible 
for putting them all in this life-threatening situation. According to verse 9, what 
specifics did Jonah tell them?

 Which of the mariners’ questions from verse 8 does Jonah not answer?

 How does Jonah’s description of himself contradict his life at this point?
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He identifies himself as one of God's people (a Hebrew, an Israelite), and he says 
that he worships this God (fears the Lord).  

He does not tell them his occupation, that he is a prophet called by God. After all, 
he is running away from this calling. 

Running away from God is the very opposite of living in the "fear of the Lord," 
which is all about orienting one's life completely around God and his ways. 
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 What in Jonah’s description of God provokes even more fear in the mariners?

2. A FUTILE FIGHT (1:11–13)

“Then they said to him, ‘What shall we do to you, that the sea may quiet down
for us?’ For the sea grew more and more tempestuous. He said to them, ‘Pick
me up and hurl me into the sea; then the sea will quiet down for you, for I
know it is because of me that this great tempest has come upon you.’ Neverthe-
less, the men rowed hard to get back to dry land, but they could not, for the
sea grew more and more tempestuous against them.” (vv. 11–13)

Oh, the irony! Jonah, the only one among them who knows the way to life, seems apa-
thetic about life—his shipmates’ and his own—while the pagan mariners, who don’t 
know God, are doing all they can to save everyone onboard.

Jonah knows what they have to do, and he tells them in no uncertain terms: “Pick me 
up and hurl me into the sea” (v. 12). We aren’t told what motivated Jonah to offer up 
his life so freely. Does he have a death wish? It seems that, yes, he would rather drown 
than go to Nineveh with the Lord’s message. And we see this very thing later in the 
story, in the beginning of Jonah 4 (vv. 2–4) when he verbalizes a preference for death 
over accepting God’s way.
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That God is the creator of the sea and dry land, and thus creator of the storm-
tossed waves threatening their lives. 

 Why do you think that the mariners ask Jonah for the solution to the problem 
they now know he has caused?

Despite Jonah's rebellion, he knows what the Lord requires, whereas they know 
nothing about God at all.
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We can’t know what was going through Jonah’s mind right then, but his acknowledging 
that his death would calm the storm points forward to the eternal calming of a much 
greater storm—the tempest of God’s wrath.

What Jonah does here reflects the scapegoat on Israel’s Day of Atonement. On the one 
day each year when the sin of Israel was dealt with, God ordained that the high priest 
would come to the tabernacle with two live goats. One of the goats, chosen by lot, would 
be sacrificed for sin; the other goat—the scapegoat—was sent away into the wilderness 
(Leviticus 16:7–10). Jonah does something similar to save the mariners. Just as Aaron 
(the first high priest for Israel) laid his hands on the scapegoat, placing Israel’s sins on 
its head, and sent it away into the distant wilderness (Leviticus 16:21–22), so also Jonah 
removed God’s wrath by taking his sin into the wilderness of the deep.8

“This story is in reality the precise intimation of 
an inf initely vaster story and one which concerns 

us directly. What Jonah could not do, but his 
attitude announces, is done by Jesus Christ. . . . 

It is solely because of the sacrif ice of Jesus Christ 
that the sacrif ice of Jonah avails and saves.”9
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 Instructions for how Israel was to observe the Day of Atonement were given in 
Leviticus, a book of the Bible that sets out the ways God’s people were to deal with 
their sin and impurity in order to dwell with a holy God.10 Centuries later, the New 
Testament book of Hebrews reflects on this Day of Atonement and explains why its 
ritual—a scapegoat—is no longer necessary. How does Hebrews 9:7–14 reveal the 
way in which Jonah’s declaration in 1:12—“Pick me up and hurl me into the sea; 
then the sea will quiet down for you, for I know it is because of me that this great 
tempest has come upon you”—is a forward-pointing sign?
This question could use some revision for clarity, and it will be done in the next  
printing! The second sentence would be better worded this way: "Centuries later, 
Hebrews reflects on this Day of Atonement and explains why its rituals, including 
sending the scapegoat away into the wilderness, is no longer necessary. The point is, 
everything done on the Day of Atonement pointed forward to Christ's blood sacrifice 
on the cross and his taking away the sins of God's people. When you read the 
Hebrews passage, it would be good to begin with verse 6 rather than 7. 
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 The mariners do all they can to avoid doing what Jonah has guided, working furi-
ously to preserve every life on board. In what way does the Lord reveal himself to 
the mariners in verse 13?

3. THE LORD REIGNS (1:14–16)

The mariners’ efforts aren’t working. The harder they row, the stronger the storm grows. 
The moment comes when they realize that they can do nothing to save their lives.

“Therefore they called out to the Lord, ‘O Lord, let us not perish for this man’s 
life, and lay not on us innocent blood, for you, O Lord, have done as it pleased 
you.’ So they picked up Jonah and hurled him into the sea, and the sea ceased 
from its raging. Then the men feared the Lord exceedingly, and they offered a 
sacrifice to the Lord and made vows.” (vv. 14–16)

 What clues do we have in verses 14–16 that the mariners’ appeal to the Lord arose 
from genuine faith and not just fear?

 How do verses 14–16 reveal the way God sometimes works to bring forth faith?
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Despite their efforts, the storm only gets worse. God is the one controlling the situation! 

They sacrificed to the Lord--and they did it after the storm ceased, which 
demonstrates that their turn to the Lord was not an attempt to bargain with God 
to survive. 

The Lord can work through natural disasters and troubling circumstances of all 
kinds to humble human hearts so they will turn to him in faith. 
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 The book of Acts records a time when the apostle Paul and his missionary com-
panions were traveling by ship along the coast of Crete. Because it was winter, the 
season for especially rough seas, Paul had advised against setting out on the journey, 
but the ship’s captain wanted to press ahead, so the band of men along with a large 
contingent of mariners and prisoners set out. As Paul had cautioned, a strong storm 
kicked up and soon jeopardized the lives of everyone on board. Read about this in-
cident in Acts 27:13–44. How does this incident at sea stand in contrast to the one 
in Jonah, and what makes it different?

“God will save whomever he desires, whether we 
are faithful and obedient or not. Jonah’s willingness 
to witness to the Gentiles did not determine God’s 

will for their salvation; all it determined was 
whether or not Jonah would be blessed by it.”11

LET’S TALK

1. How grievous when the world acts more godly than Christians! De-
scribe a time when you’ve witnessed this or been guilty of doing it your-
self. We learn from Jonah’s story that even the failure of believers cannot
alter God’s plans to save, though such failures do mar the beauty of our
Christian witness. In what area of your own life are you prone to either
marring or hiding the light of the gospel? What practical steps can you
take to restore the light to your words and ways in those areas?
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Paul was running toward God's will, whereas Jonah was fleeing from it.
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2. Jonah claimed to fear the Lord, meaning that he worshiped and served God. His
actions contradict his claim, however, so what he really feared was serving his God.
We’re told that the mariners feared also, but theirs was a different type—they were
“exceedingly afraid” because of the storm. Talk about how you have experienced
both godly fear—the fear of the Lord—and the mariners’ type of fear. How is the
terror the mariners experienced remedied by true fear of the Lord?
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T H R E E  D A Y S  A N D 
T H R E E  N I G H T S

J O N A H  1 : 1 7

When we left Jonah last week, he’d been tossed into the sea by frightened mariners. As 
soon as Jonah hit the water, the winds quieted down and the seas calmed. The mariners 
recognized that Jonah had spoken accurately—the Lord God of Israel had caused the 
mighty tempest because Jonah was running away. The miraculous end of the storm 
opened their heart-eyes to believe in the one true God, and they worshiped him. But 
where was Jonah? We’d expect that he’d have quickly drowned, driven down, down, 
down by the relentless breaking waves. But that’s not what happened. The same God 
who sent the life-quenching storm sent a life-saving miracle into its depths. We’re 
going to focus on that miracle this week, which we find all in one verse—arguably the 
most important verse in the entire book. We’ll see how the Creator God worked in and 
through his creation to save Jonah’s life, but even more important is what this work 
points to—another life-saving miracle that would come centuries later.

1. A GREAT FISH (1:17)

The Lord who had hurled the wind upon the sea to stir up a mighty storm, and then 
stilled that very same storm, now directs another part of his creation to accomplish 
his purposes:

“And the Lord appointed a great fish to swallow up Jonah. And Jonah was in 
the belly of the fish three days and three nights.” (v. 17)
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Did this really happen? Many people see 
this episode as nothing more than an excit-
ing Bible tale to teach in children’s Sunday 
school. “It’s not possible,” they reason. “No 
one could survive all that time inside a fish. 
No doubt they’ve missed the reports of sci-
entific evidence to the contrary. More im-
portantly, those who doubt aren’t taking into 
account that the Creator God can do as he 
likes with humans and fish and everything 
he’s made. To that end, perhaps this was a 
special one-time-only miraculous fish with 
the capacity to host a live human. But what 
most solidifies this incident as true history 
are the words of Jesus himself, who, as we 
will soon see, speaks of Jonah’s time in the 
fish as a real event.

 Before we look at the specifics of this verse 
in Jonah, read through Psalm 104 and note 
what you see there about God’s intentions 
in, through, and for his creation.

2. DOWN UNDER (1:17)

The primary setting to this point in the story has been the sea. Water holds great sig-
nificance in the Bible. The Lord uses seas and rivers and even man-made wells to reveal 
himself and his ways to people.

 What do we learn about God from the water in each of the following passages?

Expiation and 
Propitiation

“Expiation is the act that 

results in the change of 

God’s disposition toward 

us. It is what Christ did on 

the cross, and the result of 

Christ’s work of expiation 

is propitiation—God’s 

anger is turned away. 

The distinction is the 

same as that between the 

ransom that is paid and 

the attitude of the one 

who receives the ransom. 

Together, expiation and 

propitiation constitute an 

act of placation. Christ did 

His work on the cross to 

placate the wrath of God.”12
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You'll want to highlight God's greatness, his sovereign control, and his caring 
provision for his creation.
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By all rights, Jonah should have perished in the storm-tossed sea, but to the contrary, 
in its very depths, his life was actually saved—and in the belly of a great fish no less. 
Even so, his sinking under the waves, going down into the water, was a direct result of 
his rebellion, and in that way, it symbolizes God’s ultimate judgment, which is death, 
on everyone who rebels against God and doesn’t repent. We can rightly take Jonah’s 
sinking in the sea as a symbol of death because of the language used in the story itself. 
Three days and three nights, Jonah’s duration in the sea, was the time frame used in 
the ancient world to confirm that someone was really dead, not merely unconscious 
or in a state of shock.
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• Genesis 6:11–13; 7:1–24

The Lord can make use of the waters he's created to exercise judgment.

• Exodus 14:26–31

The Lord can control the waters to protect his people.

• Exodus 17:1–7
Here and elsewhere in Scripture, the Lord uses water to teach people about
himself.

• 1 Peter 3:18–22
Baptism is a picture of a Christian's union with Christ and all the blessings of his
resurrection. Noah and his family were brought safely through the waters of
judgment, which points forward to God's people being saved from judgment
through the death and resurrection of Christ.
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 The water holds great significance, but so does the direction it carries Jonah—down. 
That’s where water takes anyone who can’t swim or boat successfully. When we 
see the expression “go down,” or “he went down” in Scripture, the words are often 
meant to communicate something significant. How does Psalm 88:3–7 reveal what 
this is?

“Hell is the end of every desire to f lee from God.”13

3. “JUST AS . .  .” (1:17)

So by all rights, Jonah should no longer be alive. If the sea hadn’t drowned him, 
certainly being swallowed by a fish would have done it. Yet, as we will see, both the 
sea and the creature that swallowed him are turned by God toward Jonah’s salva-
tion. But what’s happening here has far greater significance than the rescue of a 
wayward prophet, a significance we learn about from the very words of the Lord 
Jesus himself:

“Then some of the scribes and Pharisees answered him, saying, ‘Teacher, we 
wish to see a sign from you.’ But he answered them, ‘An evil and adulterous 
generation seeks for a sign, but no sign will be given to it except the sign of 
the prophet Jonah. For just as Jonah was three days and three nights in the 
belly of the great fish, so will the Son of Man be three days and three nights 
in the heart of the earth.’” (Matthew 12:38–40)

 We’re going to look more closely at the context of Jesus’s words in Matthew 12 
when we get to Week 10, but for now, let’s focus on the implications of what he 
says here and how it ties back to Jonah. First, it is Jesus himself who says that what 
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Going down symbolizes death and the place of the dead, Sheol.
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happened to Jonah was a sign. According to Jesus, what did Jonah’s days beneath 
the sea signify? See also Acts 2:22–23.

 The fish represents hell and no doubt felt that way to the suffering Jonah. And per-
haps his mind wandered unwillingly to thoughts of a fearsome sea creature called 
Leviathan. This creature, found in ancient myths, was a well-known symbol of evil, 
and for that reason, we might consider the great fish that swallowed Jonah another 
sign, this one pointing all the way to the end of time and what will happen then 
because of Jesus’s death on the cross. What is this sign, according to Isaiah 27:1?

 Back up from the deep, onboard the ship, the mariners have been enjoying a radi-
cally different experience—the wonders of salvation. The storm has stopped, they 
are amazed by the power of God, and they express their awe-filled wonder in acts 
of worship. Jonah the guilty had been sacrificed, and through his sinking down, 
they’d been saved. According to Ephesians 2:11–16, how does what happened to the 
mariners also serve as a sign pointing to the work of Christ?
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Jesus's death for sinners.

The great fish symbolizes being trapped in death because of evil, but all death and 
evil will end when the Lord slays this great sea creature. 

The mariners, outsiders to God's covenant promises, are brought in, which 
symbolizes the Gentiles—peoples from every tribe and nation—coming into God's 
family of true believers. 
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LET’S TALK

1. Talk about how the story of Jonah so far has enriched your understand-
ing of man’s sin, God’s righteousness, and how Christ’s death on the cross
opened the way to salvation.
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You might want to review all the symbolism in the story so far that 
prefigures Christ and his saving work. Be sure the group understands 
why the death of Christ was necessary to save sinners. The Old 
Testament sacrifices --the shedding of blood and sending a goat into 
the wilderness to "carry away" the sins of the people--were all 
fulfilled at the cross. Christ's shed blood atoned for all the sins of 
God's people for all time.

2. Jonah seems not to care what happens to the mariners. We too get so
caught up in the drama of our lives that we often have little space in our
hearts for the lost. It’s hard to see ourselves clearly, but discouragement,
despair, or frustration with God’s ordering of our lives can serve as tipoffs
that we are curved selfishly inward. How would you assess your heart
right now? If change is needed, what will you do to redirect your focus
upward and outward?

Falling into a case of the blues is a common experience, and bouts of it do 
not indicate weak faith or self-centeredness. Self-preoccupation like 
Jonah displayed is the issue here.
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D O W N  I N  T H E  D E P T H S
J O N A H  2 : 1 – 6

We’ve seen how Jonah’s descent into the sea is a picture of death, God’s just punish-
ment for unrepentant rebels. Now, this week and next, we’ll linger with Jonah at the 
bottom of the sea as he recounts what happened to him inside the great fish. It’s hard 
to imagine this odd setting because we’ve never experienced anything even close, but 
we can say with confidence that it was surely awful. No doubt Jonah couldn’t see his 
hand in front of his face in the utter darkness, but he could feel and taste and smell. 
Perhaps he lapsed in and out of consciousness as the fish swam up and down the cur-
rents, swallowing gallons of fresh prey and sea water on top of Jonah. Sunday-school 
renderings often picture the fish’s belly as a warm, dry cave-like setting, but the reality 
was more likely a hellish nightmare, with Jonah very near death inside that fish. Even 
so, he was sufficiently conscious to think and to pray, and his prayer is our primary 
focus this week.

1. THE MIGHTY SEA (2:1–6)

Jonah’s attempts to run away from God haven’t worked, as such attempts never do. 
Running from God leads only one direction—down. We’ve followed Jonah on his 
downward course all the way to rock bottom. Literally.

“Then Jonah prayed to the Lord his God from the belly of the fish, saying,
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‘I called out to the Lord, out of my 
distress,

and he answered me;
out of the belly of Sheol I cried,

and you heard my voice.
For you cast me into the deep,

into the heart of the seas,
and the flood surrounded me;

all your waves and your billows
passed over me.

Then I said, “I am driven away
from your sight;

yet I shall again look
upon your holy temple.”

The waters closed in over me to take my life;
the deep surrounded me;

weeds were wrapped about my head
at the roots of the mountains.

I went down to the land
whose bars closed upon me forever;

yet you brought up my life from the pit,
O Lord my God.’” (vv. 1–6)

 Imprisoned at the bottom of the sea, Jonah is experiencing a foretaste of hell, of 
“Sheol” (v. 2), the place of the dead. In our day, we associate the sea with fun at the 
beach and boating adventures, but in ancient times, the sea was feared. While neces-
sary for travel and commerce, it was associated with danger and chaos. Write down 
all the sea images you find in verses 1–6.

Sheol

In the Old Testament, Sheol 

is where the dead reside. 

Believers find rest in Sheol, 

but for the wicked, it is a 

place of punishment.14
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The deep, heart of the seas, the flood, waves and billows, the waters.
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 Revelation, the last book of the Bible, contains a lot of symbolism for the return of 
Christ at the end of the age and the new heavens and earth. What is symbolized by 
the sea imagery in Revelation 13:1–4 and 21:1–2?

2. CRY OF THE HEART (2:1–6)

Jonah does what lots of people do when death seems close—he prays. Yet his prayer 
is no attempt to bargain with God, something like, “If you get me out of this mess, 
I promise to be a good person.” Nor is it a cry for release from the fish—not once in 
his prayer does Jonah ask for this.

It’s clear that Jonah was well versed in the Psalms because he draws from several of 
them as he prays, including bits and pieces from each of the Psalms passages that fol-
low (the specific portions Jonah draws from are italicized):

“O Lord, how many are my foes!
Many are rising against me;

many are saying of my soul,
‘There is no salvation for him in God.’

But you, O Lord, are a shield about me,
my glory, and the lifter of my head.

I cried aloud to the Lord,
and he answered me from his holy hill.” (Psalm 3:1–4)

“The cords of death encompassed me;
the torrents of destruction assailed me;

the cords of Sheol entangled me;
the snares of death confronted me.

In my distress I called upon the Lord;
to my God I cried for help.

From his temple he heard my voice,
and my cry to him reached his ears.” (Psalm 18:4–6)
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The sea is a symbol for chaos, and the beast (evil) rises from it.
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“I had said in my alarm,
‘I am cut off from your sight.’

But you heard the voice of my pleas for mercy
when I cried to you for help.” (Psalm 31:22)

“Deep calls to deep
at the roar of your waterfalls;

all your breakers and your waves
have gone over me.

By day the Lord commands his steadfast love,
and at night his song is with me,
a prayer to the God of my life.” (Psalm 42:7–8)

“Save me, O God!
For the waters have come up to my neck.

I sink in deep mire,
where there is no foothold;

I have come into deep waters,
and the flood sweeps over me.

I am weary with my crying out;
my throat is parched.

My eyes grow dim
with waiting for my God.” (Psalm 69:1–3)

“You have put me in the depths of the pit,
in the regions dark and deep.

Your wrath lies heavy upon me,
and you overwhelm me with all your waves.” (Psalm 88:6–7)
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 How does Jonah’s reference to these particular psalms provide insight into how his 
desperate situation is changing his heart and the way he views both himself and the 
Lord?

He refers to God as "O Lord my God." He turns toward God rather than away.  
When he says that he "remembers" the Lord, he is speaking of spiritual remembering. 
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 Jonah well knows that the mariners had tossed him into the sea at his very own 
suggestion, but now, even though he nears the sleep of death, his heart and mind 
are waking up, and his entire perspective is changing. Whom does he now see as 
the cause of his plight?

 In last week’s lesson we focused on how Jonah’s going down into the sea points for-
ward in time to the death of another prophet—the ultimate prophet—the Lord Jesus 
Christ. We know this from the words of Jesus himself, who said, “Just as Jonah was 
three days and three nights in the belly of the great fish, so will the Son of Man be 
three days and three nights in the heart of the earth” (Matthew 12:40). What does 
Jonah say in his prayer that further points to what Christ experienced in his suffer-
ing for sinners, as revealed in Matthew 27:46?

 Identify all the things that Jonah attributes directly to the Lord in verses 1–6.
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God is the one who "cast" him into the sea.

Jonah cries out that he is driven away from God's sight (2:4).

God hears and answers him (v. 2); God cast him into the deep (v. 3); God raised 
him up (v. 6).
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3. GLIMMER OF HOPE (2:1–6)

Jonah’s desperate cry is not without glimpses of hope. There is no need to assume 
these hints of hope were afterthoughts, tacked on long after his rescue as he recounts 
his experience. After all, hope is always the result of getting our eyes on God and 
praying.

 Identify Jonah’s declarations of hope in verses 1–6.
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He believes he will "look again upon God's holy temple," which demonstrates hope that God will 
rescue him. He declares hope in God's "steadfast love." He looks ahead to making sacrifices and 
offering God thanksgiving. 

 In Jonah’s day, the Lord chose to set his presence in a man-made structure, first in 
the tabernacle and later in the grand temple built by King Solomon. The tabernacle 
and temple were where God’s people brought sacrifices for sin and received cleans-
ing and forgiveness. With this background in mind, what do you think Jonah is 
saying in verse 4 when he speaks of the temple?

That he will participate with other believers in worship and once again enjoy God's 
presence.

 Jonah has no idea that he’s going to be rescued from the fish at this point. In fact, 
death likely seems inevitable. So if physical survival isn’t his hope, what is?
Grace, mercy, and forgiveness, and enjoying all the benefits of God's covenant  with 
his people.
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“Sometimes the very best thing that can happen 
to us is the very thing we most dread, for the 

simple reason that it strips away our self-reliance, 
humbles our pride, and removes from us every 
other hope save that of God. Sometimes this 

is what it takes for us to really pray.”15

2. Jonah’s newfound hope wasn’t about getting out alive but about be-
longing to God eternally. Is your hope in the Lord rooted in him or more
often in what you hope he will do in your day-to-day life? If your hope
is more about the here and now, you don’t have to hit rock bottom, like
Jonah, to change. What available means of grace can you cultivate—such

Icon
Let’s Talk
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LET’S TALK

1. Jonah’s dire circumstances prompted him to pray. At that point, prayer
was all he could do. How does this change your perspective about the Lord
and on the various troubles he brings into your life? How could this new
perspective change the way you are praying about a current difficulty?

God is sovereign over everything that happens to us. When we pray, we 
don't change God's mind, but we are changed as we turn to him, which fits 
us to receive what he plans to do in our situation. Jonah's prayer focus 
was not on getting rescued but on the breach in his relationship with God. 
Much of our suffering isn't directly related to some unconfessed sin in our 
life, but sometimes it is. Yet in either case, our prayer posture is the same: 
we humble ourselves before him. We pray for deliverance certainly, but 
primarily we pray to know and trust him more fully in the midst of it and 
to set our hope on him more than on the rescue we desire.  
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as honesty with God, deep connections with fellow believers, and marinating in 
Scripture—to help reorient your hope?

Initiate an honest discussion about hope and try to draw out participants to share 
where they struggle with misplaced hopes. For reorienting hopelessness or misplaced 
hopes back onto the Lord, you might want to look together at 1 Peter 1:3–8 or James 
1:2–4. 
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A  R E O R I E N T E D  H E A R T
J O N A H  2 : 7 – 1 0

We are still with Jonah at the bottom of the sea as his life ebbs away. But even as Jo-
nah’s body draws near to death, his spiritual senses are coming back to life. His prayer 
reveals even more of a spiritual reawakening, which is what happens when someone 
rejects sin and self-centeredness and turns toward the Lord God. The biblical term 
for turning back to God is called “repentance.” From Jonah we learn a good bit about 
repentance—how it happens and what comes as a result. A significant sin to repent of 
is idolatry. All through the Bible we find God’s people falling into this sin, the worship 
of false gods. This week we’re also going to cover the spiritual dangers of this particular 
sin, which tempts all of us at times, in one way or another.

1. REMEMBER! (2:7)

When our life is threatened, we instinctively fight to survive, frantically grasping at 
any and all prospects for deliverance. But if all our desperate attempts fail, we have no 
choice but to accept what’s happening to us. Jonah has reached that point. His strength 
spent, his ability to withstand the contents of the fish’s belly and breathe the fetid air 
fades away. But it’s at this very point—accepting the approach of death—that his spiri-
tual senses are quickened:

“When my life was fainting away,
I remembered the Lord.” (v. 7a)
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 Why do you think this particular moment led Jonah to remember the Lord?

Jonah’s remembering marks the turning point in his heart. It’s not that he’d forgotten 
God in an intellectual sense. It’s that at some point, he’d lost his spiritual sensitivity, 
a discerning of God’s presence and character that wells up in joy-filled worship and 
obedience. It’s a reawakening of the fact that God is the be-all and end-all of everything.

What insight do we get from Proverbs 3:34 to help us understand Jonah’s remembering?

Jonah’s remembering compelled him toward the Lord in prayer:

“When my life was fainting away,
 I remembered the Lord,

and my prayer came to you,
into your holy temple.” (v. 7)

 When Israel’s grand temple in Jerusalem was completed and ready to be used for 
worship, King Solomon dedicated it to the Lord with a prayer. How do the words 
of Solomon’s prayer in 1 Kings 8:27–30 help us understand Jonah’s mention of the 
temple here in verse 7?
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Jonah had reached the epitome of helplessness--there was nothing he could do to 
save himself.

The Lord first humbled Jonah, which tenderized Jonah's heart to be receptive to the 
Lord's grace.

The Lord had centered his presence at the temple, and it's where God's favor was 
regularly sought in prayer. Jonah has this standard practice in mind as he prays 
here, and his mentioning of the practice seems to indicate his recognition of his 
need for forgiveness. 
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2. VAIN IDOLS (2:8)

Jonah’s humbled condition and accompanying repentance give him spiritual clarity 
about sin:

“Those who pay regard to vain idols
forsake their hope of steadfast love.” (v. 8)

The specific sin Jonah mentions here is idolatry, or idol worship. In ancient times, idols 
were statues in the shape of animals and objects that were believed to promote fertility 
and plentiful harvests. Idols in our day are much less visible but no less real. Today’s 
idols are things like youth and beauty and materialism. Idols vary across time, but in 
every age, an idol is anything or anyone people trust or depend on in such a way as to 
push aside trust and dependence on the Lord.

Some Bible scholars think that Jonah’s thoughts here in verse 8 were back on the mari-
ners who’d tossed him into the sea. If you recall, each of those mariners had looked for 
rescue in his preferred god, or idol (take a look back at 1:5). But more likely, Jonah has 
God’s own people, Israel, in mind here. As his heart returns to the Lord, his thoughts 
would quite naturally turn toward the Lord’s people as well. And we see throughout 
the Old Testament that idolatry was Israel’s besetting sin, generation after generation. 

“Hast Thou Heard Him, Seen Him, Known Him?”

Hast thou heard Him, seen Him, known Him?

Is not thine a captured heart?

Chief among ten thousand own Him;

Joyful choose the better part.

Captivated by His beauty,

Worthy tribute haste to bring;

Let His peerless worth constrain thee,

Crown Him now unrivaled King. . . . 

What has stripped the seeming beauty

From the idols of the earth?

Not a sense of right or duty,

But the sight of peerless worth.

Not the crushing of those idols,

With its bitter void and smart;

But the beaming of His beauty,

The unveiling of His heart. . . . 

Draw and win and fill completely,

Till the cup o’erflow the brim;

What have we to do with idols

Who have companied with Him?16
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Too, we know that Jonah was a prophet in Israel, and prophets had the responsibility 
to call God’s people to repent of their sin. So Jonah’s words here in verse 8 are another 
indicator of his restoration, a return to his God-given calling.

 Jonah declares that idol worshipers “forsake their hope of steadfast love” (v. 8). The 
Hebrew word translated here as “steadfast love” is hesed. It’s an important word in the 
Old Testament because it’s used primarily to describe the Lord’s love, kindness, and 
good intentions toward his people. It is also translated as “mercy” or “faithful love.” 
With this in mind, what do you think Jonah means by his declaration in verse 8?

“If ‘idolatry’ is the characteristic and summary 
Old Testament word for our drift from God, then 
‘desires’ . . . is the characteristic and summary 

New Testament word for the same drift. Both are 
shorthand for the problem of human beings.”17
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No one can cling to an idol and to God at the same time because if you are turned 
toward an idol, you are turned away from the only source of this "hesed."  In 
other words, you make yourself unavailable to receive it.

 What do Isaiah 44:12–20 and Jeremiah 2:11–13 add to your understanding of Jonah’s 
declaration in verse 8?
Isaiah shows us how idols lead to spiritual blindness. Jeremiah shows that idols leave 
us trying to find sustenance where there is none and that trusting in them is an act of 

forsaking the Lord.
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 Those who “pay regard” to idols miss true blessing, Jonah says. What do you think 
it means to pay regard to an idol? Identify some examples either from Scripture or 
from personal observation and experience.

3. TOTAL TURNAROUND (2:9–10)

Jonah rejects all false gods because nothing can compare to the God his heart now 
remembers.

“But I with the voice of thanksgiving
 will sacrifice to you;

what I have vowed I will pay.
Salvation belongs to the Lord!” (v. 9)

 Despite the fact that Jonah is still inside the fish, still near death, he pours out thanks 
to God and makes a powerful declaration about him. Given the circumstances and 
timing, what does this indicate about the nature of genuine repentance?

When Jonah speaks in verse 9 of what he will do in the future—make sacrifices—this 
most likely isn’t because he believes God will rescue him alive from the fish. Rather, 
he is merely acknowledging his guilt and his need for spiritual cleansing—another 
mark of genuine repentance. The sacrifices he vows to offer (v. 9) are tied to how God’s 
people experienced cleansing and forgiveness under the old cove nant, the time before 
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To "pay regard" to an idol is to direct our time, energies, resources, and affections 
toward getting what we think it can give us. It's always a delusion. One example: 
If people are idols, we will shape our lives around getting their love and approval. 

True repentance is not conditioned on our circumstances. It's easy to be sorry for 
sin when bad consequences loom large, but this isn't the same as genuine 
repentance, which includes sorrow for the wrong we've done and a renewed 
desire for the Lord himself.



46 Week 6

Christ atoned for sins on the cross. Guilty sinners brought animals to the temple as 
a sacrificial offering for their sin, because “under the law [the old cove nant] almost 
everything is purified with blood, and without the shedding of blood there is no for-
giveness of sins” (Hebrews 9:22). The blood of those animals substituted as payment 
until Christ offered himself once for all time to pay for sins. (Christ’s atoning work 
applies not just to those who live after his sacrifice, but to all who lived before then 
as well.) 

 How do Jonah’s words in verse 9 tie back to the mariners in 1:16?

Suddenly Jonah is spun around and projected upward. If he was conscious at this point, 
he certainly had no idea what was happening:

“And the Lord spoke to the fish, and it vomited Jonah out upon the dry land.” 
(v. 10)

The God who’d cast Jonah beneath the sea and into the mouth of a fish, taking the 
prophet to the brink of death, then guided that very same fish to save Jonah’s life.

 The Lord didn’t rescue Jonah because he repented. In other words, Jonah didn’t 
“earn” divine rescue. Scripture overall makes clear that God doesn’t work that way. 

Jonah.FBS.583261.int.indd   46Jonah.FBS.583261.int.indd   46 8/2/23   3:13 PM8/2/23   3:13 PM

Both demonstrate genuine repentance by declaring zeal to worship God rightly.

 Given his circumstances, what does Jonah mean when he declares that “salvation 
belongs to the Lord” (v. 9)?

If he is to be rescued, only the Lord can accomplish it, but even more—whether 
Jonah lives or dies--his life is eternally in God's hands.
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We don’t earn his blessings, nor can we negotiate for his favor. How then can we 
best understand God’s work in Jonah’s life through this chain of events?

Icon
Let’s Talk
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With a humbled heart and renewed zeal to serve the Lord, Jonah has been made ready to reenter 
the life God has for him. 

LET’S TALK

1. What in your life are you tempted to idolize? We can make an idol of
our family, our job, our health or appearance, our money, and even our
spiritual giftedness. Discuss ways to recognize when something good
has crossed over into idolatry. Include in your discussion ways to keep
otherwise good things from turning into idols.

Tip-offs include prayerlessness, a diminishing desire for God and the 
company of his people, enslavement to sinful habits, and increased 
frustration. Idol avoidance is the means of grace: prayer, fellowship, 
worship, and confession of our struggle both to God and to trusted friends.  

2. Talk about a time when God let you suffer consequences for sin. How did it 
change your heart toward the Lord, and how did the suffering change you?

Try to get at least one or two from the group to share something here. If no 
one speaks up, perhaps you can get the ball rolling.
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P R E A C H  I T ,  J O N A H !
J O N A H  3 : 1 – 5 a

Jonah, back on dry ground, is alive but no doubt physically weak. Very likely his 
thirty-six hours inside the fish has altered his appearance (as we’d expect of anyone 
who’d spent three days inside the digestive system of a living creature). More impor-
tantly, it has altered his heart. The Jonah we’re going to see this week is a changed 
man. Gone is his determination to live life on his own terms, to run away from God 
and his word. Jonah has always been a prophet of God, but now he is God’s prophet. We’ve 
already seen how the Lord prepared Jonah to carry his message; now we’re going to 
see that he’s prepared the Ninevites to receive it. Yet our primary focus isn’t so much 
the changes to Jonah or the changes coming to the Ninevites as what those changes 
say about God himself—his power and grace and mercy. All that is put on display for 
us this week.

1. THE GOD OF SECOND CHANCES (3:1–2)

The Lord’s grace is relentless. That’s one of the most vital takeaways from the book of 
Jonah, and we see it here as he calls the prophet a second time:

“Then the word of the Lord came to Jonah the second time, saying, ‘Arise, go 
to Nineveh, that great city, and call out against it the message that I tell you.’” 
(vv. 1–2)

A second time—some of us know firsthand the joy contained in that phrase. When 
we’ve made a mess of our lives through sin or unwise choices, we’re tempted to think 
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we’re stuck with Plan B. If only we’d obeyed . . . If only we’d done this and not that 
. . . If only. We learn from Jonah that under God, there is no Plan B. We are exactly 
where we are today—even if it seems like the belly of a fish—because the Lord is 
directing our steps to accomplish all he has planned for our lives. God had plans for 
Jonah, and God worked in and through the prophet and his circumstances to bring 
them to pass.

 How do the following passages deepen your understanding of how the Lord works 
in and through our own choices for his purposes?
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• Job 42:1–2
No matter what human beings believe, say, or do, they can never alter or thwart
God's purposes.

• Proverbs 16:9
We make plans and take steps to carry them out, but the Lord is always ten steps
ahead of us, working in our circumstances to direct us where he wills.

• Acts 17:24–28

God determines even the places where we live at any given time. The 
context of Paul's words is people groups, but since people groups are 
made up of individuals, we can apply this personally. 

• Romans 8:28–30
God works through even our bad choices to accomplish his purpose of conforming
us into the likeness of Jesus.
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This is a good time to remind ourselves why the Lord calls Nineveh a “great city” (v. 2). 
First, it was great in size. This military capital of the Assyrian Empire was a very large 
city with a population of 120,000 (see 4:11). Second, it was great in power. The Assyrians 
were world-renowned for military aggression and ruthless treatment of their enemies, 
and while its military tactics had been somewhat subdued in Jonah’s day, they were 
still widely feared by surrounding nations. Third, Nineveh was great because it was 
important to God, which is clear from the fact that he sends Jonah there to preach in 
his name.

“The Lord comes a second time to all 
who are his true children.”18

2. FAITHFUL PREACHING (3:3–4)

The Lord has given Jonah specific instructions. He is to journey to Nineveh and convey 
in no uncertain terms God’s message.

“So Jonah arose and went to Nineveh, according to the word of the Lord. Now 
Nineveh was an exceedingly great city, three days’ journey in breadth. Jonah 
began to go into the city, going a day’s journey. And he called out, ‘Yet forty 
days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!’” (vv. 3–4)

We notice immediately how Jonah responds differently to God’s call this time. No quib-
bling, no quarreling. The Lord said, “Arise, go,” so Jonah “arose and went.”
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 What subtle difference do you note between God’s first call of Jonah (1:2) and 
the second call here in 3:2?
While we certainly don't want to speculate on why the difference exists, it's good to 
note the fact that there is a difference. Both calls contain the command, "Arise, go." 
The first one contains the instructions to call out against Nineveh's evil. The second 
call is more vague: "call out . . . the message that I tell you." If the vagueness is 
deliberate at this point, Jonah would have to trust the Lord to give him the exact 
message at the right time. Differences aside, it's clear that the intention of the second 
call is the same--the need for Nineveh to repent.
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 How would you describe the differences 
in Jonah’s heart that would compel him to 
press through his physical weakness and 
his understandable qualms about going 
in among the fierce Ninevites with the 
Lord’s message—a message that could be 
perceived as hostile?

 Jonah spends a day getting the lay of the 
land, and as he gets into the heart of the 
city, he calls out the message the Lord has 
given him, “Yet forty days, and Nineveh 
shall be overthrown” (v. 4), a message of 
just eight words. How would you charac-
terize the tone of this message?

God's Wrath

“The preaching of divine 

wrath serves as a black 

velvet backdrop that 

causes the diamond of 

God’s mercy to shine 

brighter than ten thousand 

suns. It is upon the dark 

canvas of divine wrath that 

the splendor of His saving 

grace most fully radiates. 

Preaching the wrath 

of God most brilliantly 

showcases His gracious 

mercy toward sinners. 

. . . Every preacher must 

declare the wrath of God 

or marginalize His holiness, 

love, and righteousness. 

Because God is holy, He is 

separated from all sin and 

utterly opposed to every 

sinner. Because God is love, 

He delights in purity and 

must, of necessity, hate 

all that is unholy. Because 

God is righteous, He must 

punish the sin that violates 

His holiness.”19

Jonah.FBS.583261.int.indd   52Jonah.FBS.583261.int.indd   52 8/2/23   3:13 PM8/2/23   3:13 PM

Weakened by his near-death experience 
has humbled Jonah, and humility is a 
prerequisite for depending on the Lord 
for carrying out what he commands us 
to do. Jonah is able to go forward in the 
strength of the Lord.

Urgent and direct. The message God has 
told him to give is a clearcut warning of 

dire consequences if the Ninevites 
won't repent of their sin. 
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Forty is a significant number in the Bible. It is “often used in Scripture for times of 
preparation or warning” and it “speaks of a definitive time established by God before 
his coming either in judgment or in grace.”20

 The message Jonah delivers is given not as an appeal but as a warning. How does the 
content of Jonah’s short message differ from so many of the messages and sermons 
preached about the Lord in our churches today?

 Many years later, another prophet, Nahum, called out against Nineveh after the city 
had once again declined, fallen away from the Lord, and finally reached the peak of 
its terrifying power and depravity. Read Nahum 3:1–7. How does this later prophecy 
reveal what God’s current message through Jonah is designed to spare them?

 How does Romans 2:6–11 help us understand why Jonah warning the Ninevites of 
God’s wrath was not harshness but rather a dem onstra tion of God’s kindness?
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Many preachers today try to win converts by appealing to felt needs with 
promises of an easy life: "Health, wealth, and happiness will be yours if you just 
give your life to Christ!" Such messages leave out salvation from sin, which is 
man's greatest need. 

Utter destruction.

God wasn't obligated to warn the Ninevites. They deserved judgment. God 
showed kindness in sending his prophet to change their hearts before they got 
what they deserved. 
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3. A SURPRISING RESPONSE (3:5a)

It’s likely that no one was more surprised than Jonah with how the Ninevites re-
sponded to his message:

“And the people of Nineveh believed God.” (v. 5a)

 Although Jonah has delivered the message, whom do the Ninevites actually hear?

 No pretty words, no prosperity promises, yet the people believed what Jonah told 
them. We’d think they’d need more information as to the whats and the hows and the 
whys, but Jonah stuck to the eight words God had instructed him to preach. How do 
the following passages show us why such a change was possible?
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God himself. Verse 5 says it was God whom they believed.

• Isaiah 65:1–2

God desires to be sought and found and makes appeals to accomplish his

purpose.

• Romans 10:14–17

They heard God's word with spiritual "ears"—with their hearts.

• Galatians 3:5

They were given faith, which enables spiritual hearing.
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The Ninevites are getting their first real look at the one true God, and what they 
glimpse is not only his pending wrath but, amazingly, his mercy. They are waking up 
to the fact that God is under no obligation to warn them. He has every right to pass 
judgment on them with no warning whatsoever, like he did back in Genesis 19 when 
he judged Sodom and Gomorrah with sudden destruction. The Ninevites have begun 
to ask themselves, “Do you presume on the riches of his kindness and forbearance 
and patience, not knowing that God’s kindness is meant to lead you to repentance?” 
(Romans 2:4).

LET’S TALK

1. There is no Plan B with God. How does this truth reshape your view
of your past missteps and sins?

2. What about Jonah’s message to the Ninevites and the way they re-
sponded encourages you to share the gospel with unbelievers in your
life? How and to whom will you share with new boldness?

Icon
Let’s Talk
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S A C K C L O T H  A N D  A S H E S
J O N A H  3 : 5 – 1 0

Jonah had traveled a good distance into the city of Nineveh before preaching God’s 
word, far enough in that his message would be picked up and spread from street 
to street, outward to the farthest edges of the city walls. From what we’ve seen, his 
strategy worked. The Ninevites believed Jonah when he said that the city would be 
overthrown in just forty days. And they recognized that wrapped up in Jonah’s warning 
was God’s mercy. How do we know? We can be confident in that assessment because 
of what comes next in our story. The way the Ninevites respond, both in the words 
they say and the actions they take, reveals that the Spirit worked through God’s word 
to open their hearts to see truth. That’s how salvation happens in every age—through 
the word and the Spirit. And genuine salvation goes hand in hand with repentance. We 
can’t help but notice by now that repentance is a key theme in the book of Jonah. The 
pagan mariners were first in the story to turn from sin to God. Afterward we witnessed 
the repentance of Jonah himself, which came about when he recognized his desperate 
need of God to save him. Now we’re going to see a widescale repentance as the entire 
city of Nineveh discovers the one true God.

1. TRUE FAITH (3:5–8)

The Ninevites have heard Jonah. They have forty days—not much more than a month—
until life as they’ve known and enjoyed it will cease. And their response is swift:

“The people of Nineveh believed God. They called for a fast and put on sack-
cloth, from the greatest of them to the least of them. The word reached the king 
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of Nineveh, and he arose from his throne, removed his robe, covered himself 
with sackcloth, and sat in ashes. And he issued a proclamation and published 
through Nineveh, ‘By the decree of the king and his nobles: Let neither man 
nor beast, herd nor flock, taste anything. Let them not feed or drink water, but 
let man and beast be covered with sackcloth, and let them call out mightily to 
God. Let everyone turn from his evil way and from the violence that is in his 
hands.’” (vv. 5–8)

The ordering of these events seems backward, the people calling for a fast and then, 
afterward, the king following along. But most likely the king first issued his edict, 
and then the citizens of Nineveh carried it out. The storyteller has reversed the order 
purposefully. “By putting the people’s response ahead of the king’s proclamation, the 
author underscores the immediacy of the people’s response and that they are respond-
ing to Jonah’s message, not just to the king’s command.”21

 Look at the king’s edict in verse 8, which includes even the animals. In addition to 
fasting, what components of genuine repentance do you see in his edict? If you aren’t 
sure what those components are, take a look at Psalm 51, a prayer of repentance.

 People often fasted during times of personal or national mourning and sorrow for 
sin. Those who were fasting wore clothing made from a coarse fabric typically used 
for grain sacks, and during the fast they would sit outside in a pile of ashes. Led by 
the king, the Ninevites did all these things. What do these actions reveal about their 
heart response to Jonah’s message?

Jonah.FBS.583261.int.indd   58Jonah.FBS.583261.int.indd   58 8/2/23   3:13 PM8/2/23   3:13 PM

The components of genuine repentance include not only fasting, but also 
wearing clothing that conveys mourning.  The Ninevites also turned to God with 
cries for mercy and rejected their former sinful lifestyle.

Both the fasting and sackcloth are acts of self-humbling. They now see their sin 
for the wickedness it is and that because of it, they have offended a perfectly 
righteous God.
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 In the Bible we find other national fasts initiated by leaders, such as the one led by 
Ezra the priest. According to Ezra 8:21, what is fasting intended to accomplish in 
one’s heart?

What we see here in Nineveh is an amazing display of repentance in which all the 
people, from the king on down, turn away from sin and look wholeheartedly toward 
God. And the people get specific, not merely acknowledging sin in general but the 
specific sin they were known for—violence.

“It is through repentance that many of God’s choicest 
graces enter our experience. If each of us took stock 
of our habitual sins and earnestly pleaded with God 
in persistent prayer, relying on the power of his grace, 
then the freedom we would gain from breaking just 

one sinful habit would revolutionize our lives.”22

2. JONAH AS SIGN (3:9)

We see something else in the king’s words that accompanies true repentance—hope.

“Who knows? God may turn and relent and turn from his fierce anger, so that 
we may not perish.” (v. 9)

 Which attribute of God does the king acknowledge here, and which attribute does 
he hope to experience?
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Ezra reinforces the humbling aspect of fasting. We also see from Ezra that God 
often blesses humbled hearts with tangible answers to prayer. It is not the hunger 
that pleases God but the humbling that accompanies it.
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The Ninevites’ eyes have been opened to see the Lord for who he is—holy, righteous, 
and all-powerful—and as a result, they see the true nature of their sin—unrighteous 
and deserving of death. And the fact that Lord had overcome a reluctant prophet to do 
it gives them hope. From the words of Jesus himself, it seems that that the people of 
the city knew about Jonah’s underwater experience and the miracle of his deliverance:

“Some of the scribes and Pharisees answered him, saying, ‘Teacher, we wish to 
see a sign from you.’ But he answered them, ‘An evil and adulterous generation 
seeks for a sign, but no sign will be given to it except the sign of the prophet 
Jonah. For just as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the 
great fish, so will the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of 
the earth. The men of Nineveh will rise up at the judgment with this genera-
tion and condemn it, for they repented at the preaching of Jonah, and behold, 
something greater than Jonah is here.’” (Matthew 12:38–41)

What’s going on there in Matthew is that some Pharisees, religious leaders in Jesus’s day, 
had demanded that Jesus prove his identity with a miraculous sign because they refused 
to see that Jesus himself was all the sign they needed. But because those Pharisees had 
no faith, they wouldn’t have believed him no matter what he did. The Ninevites, on 
the other hand, with nothing more than the fish-scarred Jonah and his eight-word 
message, believed.

 How would knowing of Jonah’s underwater experience have served as a sign of hope 
for the Ninevites?
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He acknowledges God's righteous wrath (fierce anger), and he hopes to 
experience God's gracious mercy.

Jonah's message lent validity to his message. If the Lord could overcome the sea 
and preserve a man alive in its depths for three days, what couldn't he do? The 
Ninevite god Dagon was depicted as half man and half fish. Jonah's rescue from 
a great fish would have showcased the Lord's superiority to Dagon, thus lending 
even more credibility to his message. Jonah's experience would have served as an 
unsought "sign" to the Ninevites. The Pharisees demand proof, whereas the 
Ninevites recognized it from the heart when it came. 
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The way in which the Ninevites responded 
to Jonah was also a sign, one for the people 
of Israel in Jonah’s day who were so easily 
entrenched in idol worship and refused to 
repent and turn back to God. The fact that 
the Ninevites heard God’s word and turned to 
him in true repentance and faith should have 
shamed Israel to repent of their own sins.

3. GOD RELENTS (3:10)

God blesses the repentant Ninevites, and 
what they’ve been hoping for comes true:

“When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil way, God 
relented of the disaster that he had said he would do to them, and he did not 
do it.” (v. 10)

In order to interpret verse 10 rightly, it’s important that we understand how the Bible 
uses language to show us who God is. The Bible writers frequently use anthropomor-
phisms to describe the Lord’s ways and works. An anthropomorphism is a literary device 
that applies characteristics of human beings to something that isn’t actually human. 
So when the storyteller says that “God saw,” he is using anthropomorphic language 
because God doesn’t actually have eyes. The same type of language is used where 
we read that “God relented.” We know from elsewhere in the Bible that God doesn’t 
relent—he doesn’t change his mind. In other words, the actions of human beings do 
not determine what God does or doesn’t do.

 To get a deeper grasp of God’s unchangeableness—what theologians define as his 
immutability—read Numbers 23:19, 1 Samuel 15:29, and James 1:17. Why is this truth 
about God comforting for Christians?

Immutability

“Immutability is the 

biblical idea that God 

is unchanging in His 

character, will, and His 

promises.”23
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God is not swayed by the ups and downs of human beings. We don't have to fear 
that our weaknesses and sins will change his mind toward us. God is faithful to 
his covenant promises even when we are unfaithful, because that is his nature.
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 How does knowing of God’s unchangeableness shape or reshape our approach to 
prayer?

Bible study principle: Scripture interprets Scripture.

So how do we explain what actually happens here in verse 10? The pending destruction 
of Nineveh was not an empty threat. If the Ninevites had not relented, they would have 
experienced God’s judgment in forty days’ time. Instead, they were changed in order 
to experience God’s mercy. In other words, God doesn’t change his mind—he changes 
people. Here’s how one Jonah scholar explains it:

It was wicked, violent, unrighteous, atheistical, proud, and luxurious Nineveh 
which God threatened to destroy. A city sitting in sack-cloth and ashes, hum-
bled . . . —a Nineveh like that—God had never threatened. That Nineveh he 
visited not with ruin. He had never said he would.24

God never changes. His wrath is sure and fixed. His mercy is sure and fixed. The ques-
tion is which one we will align ourselves under.

 What does the Lord’s response to the Ninevites’ repentance reveal about his 
character?
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Our prayers do not change God's mind, so we don't have to worry about praying 
the "right" words or otherwise finding some sort of formula to receive answers. 
Prayer changes us and reshapes our thoughts, desires, and wills to want what 
God intends to give us. Additionally, God has determined that some blessings 
come by means of prayer, but it is not the prayer that brings those blessings but 
the God who has predetermined the means to those ends.

The Lord delights to show mercy to even the most hard-hearted sinners when 
they humble themselves and turn to him.
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LET’S TALK

1. The Ninevites repented after hearing Jonah’s brief eight-word message.
To what do you attribute this incredible response? In our efforts to be
winsome, it’s tempting when we share the gospel with unbelievers to go
heavy on God’s love and go light on sin and the need for repentance. How
does what happened in Nineveh reshape our approach to evangelism?

2. What do we learn about the nature of true repentance from the Nin-
evites? See if you can identify an area in your life where a wholehearted
repentance is needed. If something comes to mind, what will your re-
pentance look like?

Icon
Let’s Talk
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The point to emphasize in the discussion is that genuine saving faith 
recognizes the need for a Savior, and people won't recognize this if they 
don't see how sinful they are in light of how holy God is. 
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G R A C E  F O R  B A C K S L I D E R S
J O N A H  4 : 1 – 4

Growing our faith is typically a lifelong process, a road we walk with some regret-
table stops or detours along the way. That was certainly true of Jonah. We’ve watched 
as he rebelled against God but then repented of his rebellion and took concrete steps 
forward in faith and obedience. Now, when we get to the last chapter of the story, he 
takes a step—a big step—backward. But through all Jonah’s inconsistency, one thing is 
consistent from beginning to end, and that’s God’s grace. Not once in the whole story 
does the Lord fail to show Jonah kindness and mercy. As we see what unfolds this 
week, we can’t help but look with astonishment at Jonah’s behavior, when he acts more 
like a petulant child than a privileged prophet. But the truth is, we’re actually a good 
bit like Jonah sometimes (maybe a lot of the time). And we’re meant to know that the 
grace and mercy God gives Jonah, God gives to us too.

1. JONAH THROWS A TANTRUM (4:1–2)

The Jonah at the beginning of chapter 4 seems very different from the Jonah we saw 
just two short chapters ago, the Jonah who’d offered praise and thanksgiving for God’s 
salvation. How human he is! Surely we can see our own spiritual ups and downs re-
flected in Jonah’s changeable moods.

“But it displeased Jonah exceedingly, and he was angry. And he prayed to the 
Lord and said, ‘O Lord, is not this what I said when I was yet in my country? 
That is why I made haste to flee to Tarshish; for I knew that you are a gracious 
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God and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love, and relenting 
from disaster.’” (vv. 1–2)

 We’re not left to interpret how Jonah is feeling—he’s just plain angry. Verse 1 points 
us to the reason. What has so displeased him?

Jonah is saying to God, “What you’ve done is exactly why I didn’t want to come here, 
why I ran away from you. Yet here I am.”

“We need to learn that we are not suff icient to 
pass on the appropriateness of the outcome, nor 
are we responsible for it. We are responsible only 

for performing the whole will of God.”25

In his complaint, Jonah draws his description of the Lord from Exodus 34:6–7. That’s 
where God revealed himself to Moses on Mount Sinai as Israel’s cove nant Lord:

“The Lord . . . proclaimed, ‘The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, 
slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping stead-
fast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, but who 
will by no means clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the 
children and the children’s children, to the third and the fourth generation.’” 
(Exodus 34:6–7)

 Note the times and ways God has been true to his character—merciful, gracious, 
and slow to anger—so far in the story to:
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He is displeased that the Ninevites repented and therefore weren't destroyed.
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• Jonah:

• the Ninevites:

 Another angry man is found in a parable Jesus told about a father who had two sons. 
Read Luke 15:11–32. What connection can you make between the anger of the older 
son in Jesus’s parable and Jonah’s anger here?

 As you consider how Jonah prays here in verses 1–2, what would you say is the root 
of his anger?

2. WHEN BITTERNESS BOILS OVER (4:3)

Through Jonah’s whining complaint of a prayer, he has worked himself into a fit:

“Therefore now, O Lord, please take my life from me, for it is better for me to 
die than to live.” (v. 3)
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Not letting him run away, judging/discipling him for his sin in order to 
humble his heart, and restoring him to his calling.

They received the Lord's "abounding mercy."

The anger of both is rooted in self-righteousness and forgetting their own need for 
and receiving of God's mercy.

The Ninevites receiving mercy seems unfair. And it is! God doesn't play by man's 
rules of fairness. Mercy is receiving undeserved—not deserved—favor. Resenting 
the mercy shown others is typically rooted in a wrong belief that we are less in 
need of mercy ourselves.
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 Perhaps Jonah really did wish to die, but just as easily his words might be a pitiful 
expression of bitterness. Asaph was another Old Testament figure who experienced 
bitterness for similar reasons. In his case, bitterness came not because God saved 
undeserving sinners but because sinners seem to profit from sin at the expense of 
God’s own people. Read Psalm 73. What changes Asaph’s outlook, and how does it 
change?

 Summarize how the Lord has “failed” to meet Jonah’s expectations.

3. GRACE UPON GRACE (4:4)

God has every right to do exactly what Jonah demands—take his life away, right then 
and there. But the God who is gracious and merciful, abounding in steadfast love, and 
(unlike Jonah) slow to anger responds with a question instead:

“And the Lord said, ‘Do you do well to be angry?’” (v. 4)

Sprinkled throughout the Bible are occurrences of the Lord asking people questions. 
We see it with another discouraged prophet on the run, Elijah, when the Lord found 
him and asked, “What are you doing here, Elijah?” (1 Kings 19:9). Such divine question-
ing wasn’t reserved only for God’s people, as we see when the Lord met the runaway 
Egyptian slave Hagar in the wilderness: “Hagar, servant of Sarai, where have you come 
from and where are you going?” (Genesis 16:8). And in the New Testament Jesus fre-
quently posed questions to his followers, as the Gospels attest.
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He "went into the sanctuary"; in other words, he got into God's presence, and it 
restored him to right thinking. He was able to see the reality of sin and evil and 
that God's ways are praiseworthy. Verse 17 is key.

The Ninevites had caused no small amount of trouble for Israel, God's people, so 
shouldn't the Lord have exercised judgment on these enemies? It seems to defy the 
promises. Jonah is missing the fact that God intended to bring others to himself 
through Israel, not hoard all his love and blessings for Israel alone.
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 As you consider the Lord’s question of Jonah as well as these other examples, what 
seems to be God’s purpose in this approach?

 Jonah never answers the Lord’s question, at least not that we’re given to see. But 
much later in history, the apostle Paul offers an answer to those who take issue with 
God’s ways. Read Romans 9:14–24. Based on what Paul says there, how should Jonah 
have answered the Lord’s question, “Do you do well to be angry?” (v. 4).

Jonah said he was angry enough to die. We’d never have that thought, we think, but 
the truth is, we do. When the Lord doesn’t meet our expectations, fulfill our dreams, 
or work out our problems in our time frames, we can find ourselves tempted to escape 
our pain and frustration—to escape him—by indulging in some form of sin. And what 
is sin, but a move toward death?

LET’S TALK

1. A well-meaning friend might say something like, “It’s okay to be angry
at God—he can take it.” Discuss why this is unbiblical counsel. How does
this week’s lesson make that clear?

Icon
Let’s Talk
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It compels God's people to examine their hearts.

He should have acknowledged that his anger was wrong. Paul has strong words 
for those who take issue with God's ways: "Who are you, O man, to answer back 
to God?" (Romans 9:20).
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2. Are there things in the Bible about God and his ways that you struggle to un-
derstand or accept? Discuss why the approach given in Proverbs 30:5, James 4:6–8,
and 1 Peter 5:6–8 is vital for finding answers to your own perplexities about God’s
ways and peace in your struggle.
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A  P L A N T ,  A  W O R M ,  A N D 
A  H O T  E A S T  W I N D

J O N A H  4 : 5 – 1 1

We left Jonah in a very bad mood, and as we’re about to see, he’s still in that same frame 
of mind—angry and bitter. Ironically, success is what underlies his bad mood. For most 
of us, such moods are brought on by failure. After running away from God’s call to 
preach in Nineveh, Jonah repented, came to the city, and delivered the message God had 
given him. Wonder of wonders, the Ninevites heard with their hearts and turned to the 
Lord in faith! Yet that’s exactly why Jonah is angry. He did what the Lord had called him 
to do, but in his heart of hearts, it’s clear that he hoped these longtime enemies of Israel 
would reject God’s grace and experience judgment instead. We learn from God’s dealings 
with Jonah that God uses both the failures and the successes of our own lives to expose 
what’s really going on in our hearts. And as we come to the end of the story, we can’t help 
but be awed by all we’ve learned about God’s mercy, compassion, and relentless grace.

1. COMFORT AT LAST (4:5–6)

No doubt the newly converted Ninevites have lots of questions about this great God 
they are just getting to know, but the only one available to teach them bails:

“Jonah went out of the city and sat to the east of the city and made a booth 
for himself there. He sat under it in the shade, till he should see what would 
become of the city.” (v. 5)

Ancient Nineveh was situated in modern-day Iraq, in the district of Mosul. The sum-
mer climate is hot and arid, with temperatures climbing above 100 degrees Fahrenheit. 
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That Jonah would leave the comforts available inside the city to sit outside in the heat 
shows just how resentful he was.

 What do you think he is hoping to see as he sits there in his booth?

“Jonah was a discredit to the name of the God of 
grace he professed to serve. God had now sent his last 
messenger of providence. The word of the Lord had not 
come to Jonah a third time. Now, Jonah must decide: 

Disobedience or Commitment? We simply do not know 
which time God speaks to us will be the last time. 

We do well to assume this time is the last time—and 
commit ourselves to the Lord while he still speaks.”26

Booths were temporary shelters, and Jonah likely constructed his booth from whatever 
ground materials he could find—palm fronds and various plants. As we can imagine, 
the shade it provided would not have been much help against the searing heat. Once 
again, the Lord provides:

“Now the Lord God appointed a plant and made it come up over Jonah, that it 
might be a shade over his head, to save him from his discomfort. So Jonah was 
exceedingly glad because of the plant.” (v. 6)

The plant was likely the castor oil plant, which has very large leaves. The plant grows 
very quickly and stands upright on a stalk.
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He's still hoping that judgment will fall on Nineveh and destroy its inhabitants.
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 What is indicated about Jonah’s heart from 
the fact that this is the first (and only) time 
in the story that he is glad?

2. EASY COME, EASY GO (4:7–8)

Jonah’s gladness is short-lived. After a pleas-
ant night, the new day brings an end to his 
comfort:

“But when dawn came up the next day, 
God appointed a worm that attacked 
the plant, so that it withered. When 
the sun rose, God appointed a scorch-
ing east wind, and the sun beat down on 
the head of Jonah so that he was faint. 
And he asked that he might die and said, 
‘It is better for me to die than to live.’” 
(vv. 7–8)

The worm was likely a type of moth. The dry, 
hot wind from the east, which meteorologists 
call “sirocco,” still occurs in that region today, 
and it causes all living creatures to languish.

Sirocco

“During the period of a 

sirocco the temperature 

rises steeply. . . . At times 

every scrap of moisture 

seems to have been 

extracted from the air, so 

that one has the curious 

feeling that one’s skin has 

been drawn much tighter 

than usual. Sirocco days 

are peculiarly trying to the 

temper and tend to make 

even the mildest people 

irritable and fretful and to 

snap at one another for 

apparently no reason at 

all.”27 The apostle James, 

in his New Testament 

letter, likens the effects of 

these dreaded winds to 

what happens to worldly, 

wealthy people: “The sun 

rises with its scorching 

heat and withers the grass; 

its flower falls, and its 

beauty perishes. So also 

will the rich man fade away 

in the midst of his pursuits” 

(James 1:11).
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He craves personal comfort.
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 The Lord’s activity is the focal point of these two verses, just like in chapter 1, where 
the Lord “hurled” the wind upon the sea (1:4). Here, as well as earlier in the story, 
we’re told that the Lord appoints. From the verses that follow, jot down the Lord’s 
appointing work throughout the story of Jonah.

• 1:17

• 4:6

• 4:7

• 4:8

• What do you think these appointments were designed to accomplish?
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The Lord appoints the fish to swallow Jonah and humble him into repentance.

The Lord appoints a plant to relieve Jonah from the heat, and the plant gladdens
Jonah's heart.

The Lord appoints a worm to destroy the plant, taking away Jonah's comfort.

The Lord appoints hot wind to blow on Jonah, who now sits in the open elements
unprotected by the plant.

These appointments were designed to exposes Jonah's heart--what he really loves
and serves--and thereby lead him to repent.
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 What does this section teach us about God’s purposes in sometimes taking away the 
very blessings he gives?

3. THE GOD WHO PITIES (4:9–11)

The prophet sits helplessly in the unbearable heat. The Lord’s appointments have 
drawn out Jonah’s anger afresh, preparing his heart to hear the word of the Lord once 
again:

“But God said to Jonah, ‘Do you do well to be angry for the plant?’ And he said, 
‘Yes, I do well to be angry, angry enough to die.’ And the Lord said, ‘You pity 
the plant, for which you did not labor, nor did you make it grow, which came 
into being in a night and perished 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, and also much cattle?’ ” (vv. 9–11)

“God’s questions are meant to teach us something, or 
to expose to us our inner selves when we are guilty of 

sin or disobedience. . . . So whenever we read the Bible 
and come across God asking a question, we ought to 
ask ourselves, ‘Is God addressing that question to me, 

and if so what am I meant to learn from it?’”28

 The Ninevites were Israel’s enemies, as we know, and surely their salvation has con-
tributed to Jonah’s resentment, especially that God has sent him to have a part in it. 
But the plant and the worm and the wind reveal another reason for Jonah’s anger. 
How has the Lord exposed through these means what Jonah really cares about, and 
thus why Jonah is unable to share the Lord’s pity for the Ninevites?
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The Lord is more concerned with our hearts than with our earthly comforts, and 
when he deems necessary, he will take those comforts away in order to transform 
us.
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 The Ninevites “do not know their right hand from their left”; in other words, 
they’ve had no knowledge about God until now, and what they know now is just 
a beginning. How does the Lord’s self-description, which Jonah recited in verse 2, 
enable us to understand what is meant by the Lord’s “pity”?

 How does the ending of the story—the mention of the cattle in Nineveh—under-
score the attributes of God revealed in this chapter?

Jesus is why the story of Jonah matters.

The end of the story leaves us wanting more, doesn’t it? Did Jonah respond to the Lord? 
We want to hear him declare, as he did in chapter 2, “Salvation belongs to the Lord!” 
(2:9). But we don’t. We have no idea what ultimately happened to this intriguing 
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Jonah cares most of all about himself.  The pity he has for the plant is really a cover for self-pity.

The Lord overflows with compassion toward wayward sinners.

The Lord is not only the creator but also the ruler of everything and everyone on 
earth, and he takes note of all his creatures. You might want to look together 
with your group at Psalm 145:8–20. Notice the echo of the Lord's attributes in 
verses 8–9.
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prophet. Even so, he left a tremendously significant mark on the world through the 
words of Jesus. Jesus is why the story of Jonah matters:

“An evil and adulterous generation seeks for a sign, but no sign will be given 
to it except the sign of the prophet Jonah. For just as Jonah was three days 
and three nights in the belly of the great fish, so will the Son of Man be 
three days and three nights in the heart of the earth. 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.” (Matthew 12:39–41)

Jonah the prophet ran away from God’s call to preach. Jesus the divine prophet ran 
toward it, and not only that—he fulfilled the message that was preached. Jonah’s 
“death” in the sea was a sign of Jesus’s death on the cross. Jonah’s rescue from the 
fish was a sign of Jesus’s resurrection. And the salvation of Nineveh through Jo-
nah’s preaching was a sign of the salvation made possible for every one of God’s 
enemies through Christ. “Repent,” Jesus says, “for the kingdom of heaven is at hand”  
(Matthew 4:17).

LET’S TALK

1. God sent a plant to comfort Jonah, and then he sent a worm and a wind
to take away that comfort. Describe a time in your life when you experi-
enced something similar—a God-given gift subsequently taken away by
the very God who gave it. How did you respond, and what did you learn
about the Lord and your own heart?
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2. Discuss how the story of Jonah exposes our tendency toward self-centeredness. If we
find ourselves regularly frustrated with life, could this be the root? If you could write
an ending for Jonah as his response to the last scene in the story, what would you have
him do by way of repentance?

3. As we come to the end of Jonah, note what you’ve learned or what’s affected you
most about

• the character of God:

• the gospel of salvation through Jesus Christ:
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Mercy and grace and patience are key, but also his sovereignty over creation and
his authority to command it to accomplish his purposes.

This is the heartbeat of Jonah's prophecy. Whereas Jonah didn't die, Christ did.
He was the full and final sacrifice for sin, and he stilled the storm of sin through 
his death on the cross. Jonah was brought up from the depths to carry out the 
Lord's mission; Jesus was raised from real death and, having fulfilled his 
mission, he ascended to heaven where he now rules over creation.
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• the path of discipleship:
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There are many aspects to touch on, such as the fact that God will never forsake
his own, even when we sin, but we will suffer consequences for disobedience. 
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