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History has never quite seen a revival like the one that erupted in Nineveh, the Assyrian 
capital, c. 760 B.C. Jonah, the reluctant prophet, unwittingly became God's agent to 
extend his grace and mercy to these repentant Gentiles. Their conversion previews the 
great Gentile ingathering that would follow the apostle Paul's ministry to proclaim the 
good news of Jesus Christ. The very fact that we have this book today indicates Jonah, 
rescued by God from death inside the great fish, later testified to his own experience of 
God's redeeming power demonstrated toward sinners who deserve his wrath.

Read Jonah 1:1-3

1.  How did Jonah respond to God’s instruction to go to Nineveh and preach against it? 
Why do you think he responded this way?

Jonah ran the very opposite direction than the one God commanded him.  He 
wholeheartedly refused to go where God sent him.

Why?  There a number of factors likely involved in Jonah’s decision to run.  Firstly, 
Nineveh was the most powerful city in the world at the time. Assyria was a continual 
threat to Israel to go and give them a warning that God was going to bring judgement on 
them if they didn’t change their ways was giving them a great advantage.  “Why warn 
them; just strike them!” would have been Jonah’s reasoning.  Jonah would have had in 
own national interests in mind and to help the enemy would be unconscionable to a 
patriotic Jew like Jonah.  

Secondly, Nineveh is enemy territory, it would have been a big, bad daunting place to be 
sent, all by yourself, to issue a warning for the city to completely change its ways or 
judgement will come.  At best Jonah could anticipate that they would mock and jeer him 
out of the city.  At worst he would leave the city in a body bag.  It’s hard to go someone 
when the prospect of failure is next to certain.  Fear of failure would have been a factor. 

2.  Compare and contrast Jonah 1:4-6 and Mark 4:35-41.  What are some of the things 
that stand out to you?

“Both Jesus and Jonah were in a boat, and both boats were overtaken by a storm—the 
descriptions of the storm are almost identical. Both Jesus and Jonah were asleep. In 
both stories the sailors woke up the sleeper and said, “We’re going to die.” And in both 
cases there was a miraculous divine intervention and the sea was calmed.



Further, in both stories the sailors then become even more terrified than they were 
before the storm was calmed. Two almost identical stories—with just one difference.

In the midst of the storm, Jonah said to the sailors, in effect: “There’s only only thing to 
do. If I perish, you survive. If I die, you will live” (Jonah 1:12). And they threw him into 
the sea. 

Which doesn’t happen in Mark’s story. Or does it?

I think Mark is showing that the stories aren’t actually different when you stand back a 
bit and look at it with the rest of the story of Jesus in view.

In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus says, “One greater than Jonah is here,” and he’s referring 
to himself: I’m the true Jonah. He meant this: Someday I’m going to calm all storms, still 
all waves. I’m going to destroy destruction, break brokenness, kill death.

How can he do that? He can only do it because when he was on the cross he was 
thrown—willingly, like Jonah—into the ultimate storm, under the ultimate waves, the 
waves of sin and death.

Jesus was thrown into the only storm that can actually sink us—the storm of eternal 
justice, of what we owe for our wrongdoing. That storm wasn’t calmed—not until it swept 
him away.”  Tim Keller, Kings Cross

Jonah begin tossed overboard into the storm of judgement points us to the ultimate 
Jonah who would not only save the lives of a few Gentile soldiers on a random boat in 
the Mediterranean Sea.  Jonah was thrown over; but the big fish of God’s grace saved 
him from sure demise. But, God’s Son took the storm of divine judgement head on and 
brought all Gentile peoples into God’s new covenant of life.  

3.  Read Jonah 1:17-2:10: How does Jonah respond to God’s provision of the big fish?

Jonah acknowledges the dire position he has put himself in and recognizes the Lord’s 
saving hand of intervention.  Jonah seems to have a moment of repentance in the belly 
of the big fish where he turns from the sin that put him in this place and faces the God of 
his salvation.  This repentance (turning from sin to the saving work of God) bubbled up 
in deep, heart felt worship.

4.  What seems to be climatic conclusion of Jonah’s prayer?  Why is this so important?

Verses 8 and 9 seem to be the key to understanding this entire story.  Jonah suddenly 
realizes that the people who put their hope in idols forsake the hope of steadfast love.  
Another translation renders it “people who worship worthless idols turn away from the 
grace You (God) want to give them.”  
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As Jonah’s heart soars in worship he shouts what could be described as a one 
sentence summary of the Bible: Salvation belongs to the Lord!

Why is this so important?  In all Jonah’s fear and patriotic hatred he missed the most 
important thing.  God’s love and relationship with the Israelite people was never based 
on their deserving it.  It was based on unconditional grace.  Grace being grace, no one 
was worthy or deserving of it.  It was as much Jonah and his people’s as it was anyone 
else's.  There is no advantage to race, class, moral or immoral.  Salvation is ONLY from 
the Lord.

It seems as Jonah’s realization that hoping in idols forsakes the steadfast (convantal) 
love of God applied to his own life as well.  Jonah might not have been trusting and 
hoping a wooden fixture on his mantel; but his love of his national identity, his fear of 
rejection, failure, and physical pain were motivating his behavior more than that grace of 
God.  These were the functioning gods in his life that demanded his full obedience. 
Consequently, this led to disobedience to the real God.

5. Read Jonah 3:1-10: How did the Ninevites respond to Jonah’s message?

To our complete surprise, everyone from King to cow the whole city turned away from 
their violent and evil ways.   As a sign of humility dressed in sackcloth and ate no food.  
The King issued a decree their be a broad scale reform in hopes that God would show 
compassion on them.

6. How did Jonah respond to his “preaching success”?

He began enraged to the point to wanting to die.  He left the city and sat outside of it 
hoping God would change His mind and pour out His wrath of destruction.

7.  Why do you think Jonah was so indignant?  How does this give us insight into what 
was going on in Jonah’s initial act of disobedience in 1:1-3?

Jonah lets the cat out the bag why he didn’t want to go in the first place.  Jonah knew 
enough about God to know that if God had even the smallest reason to be 
compassionate to the people that Jonah hated He would be.  He didn’t want God to be 
gracious to them.  He wanted his enemies to be judged and writhe in pain under God’s 
wrath.  All along he suspected that God would do just opposite and when his suspicions 
proved to be true he was so appalled by God’s grace to them that he wanted to die.

8.  Why does Jonah’s reaction seem strange almost like an unexpected twist in the 
narrative?

Jonah’s reaction seems comes most unexpected to the reader.  He seemed to have 
understood this concept of God’s unconditional, unmerited grace back in the belly of the 
big fish.  Yet, it seems, under the stress of the moment what was in his heart didn’t 
match up with what was in his heart and he snapped!  The message of grace it seems 



can go into our intellect so that we understand it, but it takes longer to drop to our heart.  
And, Jesus says that it is when our heart is changed that our attitude, behavior and 
motives will be change. cf. Mark 7:14-23
9.  Read Jonah 4:4-10: What do we learn about the character of God from this 

passage?

We learn the God’s concern is for people.  He has a deep and passionate love for His 
creation and He desires that they turn from the things that set themselves up against 
Him and that they turn in humility to Him.  God’s compassion and love is contrasted 
here with our self-absorption and self-interest.

We know as Christians reading this that there was a day went God Himself would leave 
the comforts and safety of Heaven to go to a place where harm wasn’t just a possibility, 
but His message would bring certain death. Jonah went outside of the city gate to 
condemn the people to death (Jonah 4:5); Hebrews 13:12 tells us Jesus went outside 
the city to save it.  

God is challenging us to deeply question do we understand why it is we are loved and 
acceptable in His sight.  And, if so, wouldn’t we be humbled to extend the grace that has 
been been freely given to us to others who equally are undeserving of it.  He is popping 
the ballon of superiority in our lives by pointing us to the sacrificial love and humility of 
the One that was, who is and who is to come!

Application questions

Jonah wasn’t willing to let go of his own national interests to be fully obedient to God.  
What do you see in your life that your holding on to that keeps you from fully 
surrendering to God’s will for your life?

Who are the ‘Ninevites’ in your life that God wants to send you to but you’ve been 
reluctant to go?

Break into small groups and confess the reason why you’e not wanted to go to others 
when God has asked.  Together acknowledge in prayer to God that Jesus paid for your 
disobedience and bought your acceptance, full approval and complete love of the 
Father.  Pray that this would go deeply into each others hearts empowering you to share 
this amazing grace with others around you.  

Assignment:

Ask 3 people you know what they think is the biggest problem in the world and what 
they think is needed to change it.          


