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Scripture: Jonah 1:1-3

1 Now the word of the LORD came to Jonah the son of Amittai, saying, 2 “Arise, go to
Nineveh, that great city, and cry out against it; for their wickedness has come up before Me.”
3 But Jonah arose to flee to Tarshish from the presence of the Lorp. 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 from the presence of the LORD.
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Introduction

Last week we finished our study of the book of the minor prophet Obadiah. It is sadly one of the
most ignored and neglected parts of the bible. We move on today to look at a far more popular and
well-known section of scripture. The story of Jonah and his adventures, particularly with the big
fish is arguably one of the best known portions of scripture. According to the website “Ranker.com”
on which people are able to rank various things Jonah is positioned as the 21st most popular book in
the whole bible. I am sure that if you grew up in church, and particularly if you attended Sunday
school as a child that you know something about Jonah. It is a perennial favourite as a text to teach
children. There are a number of reasons for its popularity.

It's a short book at just four chapters. It's almost all narrative so it's easy to read and understand. It's
an interesting and well told story. And best of all it contains the story of a large fish swallowing a
man. Today we will embark on a five-week journey which will take us through the story of the
prophet Jonah. Even if you are familiar with the book I hope that I'll reveal something you did not
previously know. Most of all I hope that you will be blessed through this study. We begin today by
stepping back and looking at the book as a whole. As I said when we looked at Obadiah it is very
useful before reading any book of the bible to ask the kinds of questions good journalists or
investigators ask. Who wrote it, when was it written, where was it written, why was it written and
what kind of writing is it? Having the answers to these basic questions means we can better
understand the original authors intent and then determine why it is still relevant today and what it
has to teach us.

N

|t Foll 8= &dA A eujrke] Fof ojst
A E AL A % F& % vyt -9 Z
FE5S AN P72 FUh auhe) 19 By, 53] & a7l td o]obr] = %‘%]310]
Aol A 7HE & 4Rl Bt T stud Ytk Al Eo] s £ E Al ¢ e 9WAE
OlE "Ranker.com"oﬂ wEH QU= A AAA 21 HAZ Q17] 9l Ao =z /\4 AL A5
Utk vhe Gale] majol 4] AHsheha, 55 o8& 1) Felshio] thathy avtel os]
A AE & & Aolgtal ST ofo]l Eoll Al 7FEA &= WA R & AP 1LA)
YUt 1 QA7]el= o2 7FA] o] -7t dFU T Ul Fo= o] FolXl 2 Hojr}, Aol B
© W&ol Asso] o] ¢17] i oalstr] dEyth SrlEa & ¢zl °]°]¢7]CS‘45}

83 RO AFRS A= 2 B9 101:7]7} A A5y 05 $-gl= AX A

t

THE vHSUS 2 A= A7l 7t
= w24 Y st 2 4y

o]




Jonah — 1 Sermon Notes Page 2

a1te] olopr| & Bl 57kl ol AL wd AU Aol vha) 2 o
o= 3 AAS deltY 5 91U uhg Tk Foln o] F-
%3o] Q7] 8 vtk $-2 Sl BN A AAE BE RO
Y7 sl $elzh oniekE B o 47 ofm

AT} B AES Sz Alo] vl gk s =
o) REA, W FH FAA T | RA AR WA G R=r)
o 9g o 2ol o] LEdelE 40

ek NS AR 5 vk A% v F T

Who wrote the book?

It seems like a good place to start by asking who wrote this book. The traditional view is that the
prophet Jonah is the writer. After all if the events the book records are true, and I believe they are,
they must have come from Jonah himself. However the book itself does not identify its author.
Some have argued against Jonah being the author because it is written in the third person rather than
in the first person. It is after all more common to write or speak about your own personal
experiences in the first person. You would think it strange if you asked me about my weekend and I
said, “John went on a bike ride” instead of, “I went on a bike ride.”

However it is quite possible that Jonah guided by the Holy Spirit just chose to write in this way. We
see a similar style adopted by the prophet Daniel in the book that most conservative scholars believe
he wrote. Others have argued that it is unlikely that Jonah wrote it himself because it is so critical of
the prophet. I find this to be a weak argument. Part of the point of the book after all is to highlight
the danger of foolish thinking. Sadly then we cannot then say with any certainty who wrote the
book. This fact should not in any way lead us to doubt or question what is records. We believe that
the Holy Spirit inspired the author whoever that was, but for whatever reason did not deem it
important for us to know their name. My personal feeling is that we have no real reason to believe
that the book was not written by the prophet Jonah.
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What do we know about the prophet Jonah?

Fortunately we do know something about the prophet to whom God gave this prophecy. In verse 1
we read.

Now the word of the LORD came to Jonah the son of Amittai

This piece of information is incredibly useful because it connects us to another passage of scripture
which tells us more about Jonah. In 2" Kings we read;

He restored the territory of Israel from the entrance of Hamath to the Sea of the Arabah,
according to the word of the LORD God of Israel, which He had spoken through His servant
Jonah the son of Amittai, the prophet who was from Gath Hepher. (2 Kings 14:25)

From these verses we can ascertain the following facts about Jonah; his father was called Amittai,
he was a prophet, and he was from the town of Gath Hepher which was near Nazareth in the Galilee
region. This makes Jonah one of the few prophets who came from the northern kingdom of Israel.
The 2nd Kings reference also helps us place Jonah in history. Jonah it seems ministered God's word
to King Jeroboam II of Israel. He reigned over the Northern Kingdom of Israel from 793-753 BC.
We can also strongly infer from scripture that Jonah was a prophet for a considerable period of time.
From the death of Elisha to the prophesying of Amos approximately forty years elapsed, during
which time the only recorded prophetic voice is Jonah's. In our bibles today Jonah appears as the

fifth of twelve minor prophets.
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When was it written?

Again there is considerable uncertainty regarding the dating of Jonah. Some scholars claim that
Jonah’s visit to Nineveh took place during the reign of Adad Nirai who reigned from 808-783 BC.
The book may well have been written in the latter part of the 8th century BC.
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Where and to whom was it written?

Again no place of origin or audience is mentioned in the book. However if we assume that Jonah
lived and ministered during the reign of Jeroboam II it seems likely that he was living in the
northern kingdom of Israel. It is also highly probable that he was writing to the people of Israel.
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Why was it written?

In order to understand why God gave this message first to Jonah and through him to the Jews we
need to put what was happening at the time in historical context. Jonah lived and received his
message from God at a very successful time in Israel's history. Even though King Jeroboam II was
an evil ruler in God's sight the nation of Israel had prospered. In terms of territory gained Israel's
borders were at their greatest extent since the time of King Solomon. However as is often the case
increased wealth and success had not led to the people being morally upright. Instead, their
increased prosperity resulted in a materialistic culture that thrived on injustice to the poor and
oppressed. Naturally this was hardly something that pleased God. Also displeasing to God was the
way in which the people of Israel viewed their relationship with other nations.

Over time, they had become very exclusive when it came to their religion. They felt that their
special relationship with God needed protecting. They believed that it was something for them
alone to enjoy, and as a result it must be kept from Gentiles. They therefore did not want the Gentile
nations to have a relationship with God. As if this selfish way of thinking was not bad enough they
were also guilty of projecting their hostile attitude towards the Gentiles onto God. Since they hated
the surrounding nations they assumed that God did too. We see this way of thinking epitomized by
Jonah in his attitude to the people of Nineveh. Therefore God gave his people this book to teach
them that His attitude towards Gentile nations was different to theirs. They thrived upon hate, but
He is a God of love and mercy. If they really wanted to serve Him faithfully they needed to change
their way of thinking and see the Gentile nations as God sees them.

The book then serves as a revelation to God's people reminding them of His sovereign power and
loving concern for all His creation. Jonah is also very interesting as he is the only Old Testament
prophet on record whom God sent to a heathen nation with a message of repentance. Why had God
chosen to send a missionary prophet to Assyria? At the time of Jonah the Assyrian empire had been
in a politically weakened state for some time. However as a nation they were well-known for their
incredible cruelty. They ruled their empire by terror and were the inventors of a number of hideous
ways of killing people. One of the most barbaric was the impaling of people who were still alive on
wooden stakes. They executed thousands at a time in this way. They therefore most definitely
needed to repent of their wicked and evil ways and turn to God.
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What kind of writing is it?
The book of Jonah is quite different from the other Minor Prophets. Whereas they focus primarily

on the sayings of the prophet, the book of Jonah focuses on the events or actions of the prophet's
life. As I previously said Jonah is primarily a narrative account it does however include 8 lines of
poetry in chapter two. If we had to categorize the genre of Jonah we might describe it as an historic
narrative with a strong didactic or teaching purpose.

Much of the debate regarding the kind of writing it is rest on whether we believe that what we are
reading is fact or fiction. Many biblical scholars who follow a system known as higher criticism
simply see Jonah as being a legend or fable. Sadly this view has filtered down into many in today's
church.

Such a view teaches that we should read Jonah as a fantastic mythical story and certainly not take it
to be historical reality. After all, reason tells us that no one could be swallowed by a big fish and
live inside it for three days. Others think we should read it as an allegory. With the various people or
things in the story representing others things. I reject both these views. I believe in an all powerful
supernatural God. He can manipulate the natural world in ways that we can only describe as
miracles. Therefore I have no problem believing that a giant fish swallowed Jonah and then spat
him out alive again later. Let me provide three additional reasons for accepting Jonah as historical
fact.

1 | The writers style, wording and grammar are identical to the other historical books. We have no
reason to think that Jonah should be understood in a different way.

2 | The book deals with, and mentions real people and places. In 2™ Kings Jonah for example is
treated like a real prophet.
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The Lord Jesus Christ spoke about Jonah as if he was a real person (see Matthew 12:39-41). If

3
the Lord Jesus accepted Jonah to be real then so should we.
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With the background to the book complete let us look at the first three verses.

1 Now the word of the LORD came to Jonah the son of Amittai, saying,

The book opens without any preamble in simple dramatic fashion. The “Word of the Lord” is an
expression which occurs over 100 times in the Old Testament. It alerts us to the fact that God has
something special to reveal to someone He has chosen. It is time to sit up and pay attention. How
this word came to Jonah is not given, but we know that God speaks to people in His own special
and unique way. So God had a special message for a man named Jonah. The name Jonah means
“dove.” A dove in scripture is sometimes a symbol for peace or purity. However it also carries a less
positive meaning and is sometimes associated with silliness (Hosea 7:11). Jonah as we will see was
at times rather silly. It also on other occasions associated with moaning or lament (Isaiah 38:14).
This is also something we see Jonah doing in chapter 4. His fathers name is also interesting, Amittai
means “the truth of God.” Let us see what God wants Jonah to do.

o] B A E flol weaha mebule @ A 02 AU «Fel WL ok 100 ¥
o1 vho s EAYULE 1AL Shbd A Bskal Abgel Al et S8 @ slo] glr)
= APAS el A FI T ok FO|E s &olok & wJuth o] Wo] o]



Jonah — 1 Sermon Notes Page 7

U QRBEAE el Q1 AT, Fel A A Sk S5
WO AFGEol A B AThE 2L Stk adA shbd e aubebs Aol 5
g WA S FEEUG Sutehs o &2 E IS g ul gtk Aol M W] uu
2 Heht wdel AAQYTh 2oy 2e £d 9 FAHQ oJu 2 AUn Hi of
24 83} #ao] YFUTHEAC T11). $el7h B B avks o ki ol e A s
oh RS Ea Aot B P ThE 4ol ALS LI The] Aok 38:14). o] 2 & I
34 gl A SLbrh shs 92w AU 19 b o B Tl H1 ok Amittai =
SRS WS SH T S AA Sl A AL S1E NepAEA BAG

2 “Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and cry out against it; for their wickedness has come
up before Me.”

God has a special mission for Jonah. The mission has two components. Firstly he is to go to the
Assyrian city of Nineveh and once there his second mission is to “cry out” or literally to “preach”
against it. Nineveh was at this time a great and ancient city. It had been originally built by Nimrod
who also built Babel. It stood on the banks of the Tigris river opposite the modern day Iraqi city of
Mosul. God was sending Jonah to warn the people of Nineveh that He was fully aware of their
wickedness. The word wickedness used here is the Hebrew ra ‘(rah), It has a wide range of
meanings from; evil, bad, unkind, disagreeable, lawlessness, wrongdoing to disaster or calamity. As
we said before the Assyrians were a wicked and cruel pagan people. God of course had always been
aware of this, nothing we ever do or think is hidden from God. The point here though it that God's
judgement time is now upon Nineveh. Let us see how Jonah reacts to God's message.
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3 But Jonah arose to flee to Tarshish from the presence of the Lorp. 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 from the presence of the LORD.

So after receiving God's message Jonah packs his suitcase and sets off for Nineveh. No, this is not
what Jonah does.

I hope you can see the map on screen because it clearly shows Jonah's intention. He went to

Joppa and found a ship heading to Tarshish (modern day Spain). In other words he wanted to flee in
completely the opposite direction, and as far away as was possible from what God wanted. Why
was Jonah so against going to Nineveh? There may have been several reasons.
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Tarshish

b 1 74 Wf ._
1 It was a difficult a351gnment Imagine having to go somewhere and telling the people they were
wicked and God was angry with them.
2 It was a dangerous place to go. The Assyrians were not very friendly people. They often killed
people they didn't like in nasty ways.
3 He hated the people of Nineveh. They were Israel's enemy. He didn't want Gentiles to hear God's
Word, turn from their wickedness and be saved. Next week we will see what happens to Jonah as he
tries to run away from God's will.
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Things to think about
I have two things for us to think about from today's passage.

1 Our call to speak out against wickedness

There is the temptation for Christians especially in hostile settings to isolate. The world is against
our message and often hates us. Why not therefore create a Christian ghetto and only mix and
interact with other Christians? In such a ghetto we can be safe and secure and not come into contact
with evil wicked people. I think that it was this that partly lay behind Jonah's desire not to go to
Nineveh. However such an approach is dishonoring and displeasing to God. We are not here on
earth just to safely wait until it's time to die and join Christ in heaven. We are here with an
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important mission. We are here to be salt and light to a wicked world. This means being bold and
speaking out against wickedness. For William Wilberforce it meant speaking out against slavery, for
Dietrich Bonhoeftfer about the evils of Nazism and for us today well pick your evil. Abortion,
pornography, the exploitation of children. There are never shortages of evil wicked things going on.
Therefore there are always things for us to speak up against and for us to call people to repentance
from. Therefore may we be bold in speaking out against wickedness.
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2 The foolishness of trying to run or hide from God

I don't really know what Jonah was thinking when he tried to run away from God. Clearly its
impossible to run or hide from an all powerful, ever present and all knowing supernatural being.
Perhaps he thought that God might just forget what He had commanded Him to do. That is just
foolish thinking. But don't we too at times think in the same way. Don't we fool ourselves by
thinking we can hide from God or keep our sins from Him. When we think like this then we too are
fools. Our place before God is as His humble and obedient servants. When He call us to a task we
are to willingly and joyfully undertake it. When we stumble and fall as we frequently do we are to
come humbly before Him and confess. We have His promise that He will be merciful and forgive
us. Let us never forget that no thought or action is ever hidden from the eyes of God.
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