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Foreword

	If you were to ask me what my favourite book of the Bible is, I would not have to think twice. In the three congregations I have had the privilege of serving as a pastor so far, I always began with a sermon series on the Book of Jonah. Whether in Tramore on the southeast coast of Ireland, in Dokkum in Friesland—where Boniface was beheaded centuries earlier—or in Burgum, the people had to listen to me talking about Jonah. Jonah is a short book written by one of the minor prophets, but it is full of practical applications for today as well.

	When you think of Jonah, you probably immediately think of the remarkable story of the big fish that swallowed him, but in this book, I hope to show you that there is much more to Jonah than just that amazing story. We will see that God did not just use a fish, but also a storm, a worm, and a plant. They are all eager to be used by God; the same cannot always be said of Jonah.

	Every writer has their own unique style. If you are familiar with my other four books, you know that I write with a blend of seriousness and humour. You will find both of those elements in this book as well.

	This time, for the first time, I have chosen to include reflection questions at the end of each chapter. That way, you can delve deeper on your own, with a close friend, or with your home group. After all, God’s Word is not just meant to be read, but above all to be put into practice. If you do not combine a head full of knowledge with a heart full of joy and a willingness to put what you have learned into practice, then you are truly missing out on an opportunity to become more like Jesus.

	I hope you enjoy reading this book. And I hope you will come to discover that the God of Jonah wants to be your God, too. 


Introduction

	If you think of the book of Jonah as the painting, I would love to start by sketching the frame around the painting. I really hope this helps you, my dear reader, to better understand the meaning of the book.

	Although Jonah's name means "Dove" in Hebrew, he was not keen to spread good news quickly. He was more like a bird without wings at the start of his career, if you ask me.

	Now, let us first look at the authorship of Jonah. Leading biblical scholars agree that this is an autobiography of the rebellious prophet. From his proverbial armchair, Jonah himself looks back on the highs and lows of his ministry as God’s spokesperson.

	Jonah lived and prophesied during the reign of King Jeroboam II, in the eighth century B.C. Jeroboam was the fourteenth king of the northern kingdom of Israel and reigned for forty-one years. He did what was evil in the sight of the Lord.

	Jonah himself came from a small town, Gath-Hefer, about ten kilometres from Nazareth in Galilee. No other prophet in the Old Testament was as deeply Jewish, as evidenced by his confession in Jonah 1:9. And yet, no other prophet was so strongly focused on a non-Jewish nation—a remarkable combination that undoubtedly explains something of this man of God’s rebelliousness. He was a patriot through and through.

	Archaeological excavations at the site of ancient Nineveh—the setting of the Book of Jonah—have unearthed countless artifacts and texts that demonstrate that the city served as a cultural and administrative hub for much of its history. During the Middle Assyrian period, Nineveh grew into a sprawling city and became an important administrative centre. Some of the most powerful Assyrian kings ruled from this city.

	South of Nineveh lay the city of Kalach. Although this city was smaller, it was estimated to have a population of some seventy thousand people. When we keep that number in mind, the description of Nineveh in the Book of Jonah takes on greater significance. The enormous population Jonah speaks of fits perfectly with what we know from history: Nineveh was not a small village that could easily be overlooked like the small town Jonah grew up in, but a metropolis teeming with human lives—people whom God knew, counted, and did not want to let go of because of His great love for them.

	In the Old Testament, the first part of the Bible, we find only one other reference to Jonah. There we read that he is to deliver good news to a wicked king. Read along:

	In the fifteenth year of Amaziah the son of Joash, king of Judah, Jeroboam the son of Joash, king of Israel, began to reign in Samaria, and he reigned forty-one years. And he did what was evil in the sight of the LORD. He did not depart from all the sins of Jeroboam the son of Nebat, which he made Israel to sin. He restored the border of Israel from Lebo-hamath as far as the Sea of the Arabah, according to the word of the LORD, the God of Israel, which he spoke by his servant Jonah the son of Amittai, the prophet, who was from Gath-hepher. For the LORD saw that the affliction of Israel was very bitter, for there was none left, bond or free, and there was none to help Israel. But the LORD had not said that he would blot out the name of Israel from under heaven, so he saved them by the hand of Jeroboam the son of Joash. Now the rest of the acts of Jeroboam and all that he did, and his might, how he fought, and how he restored Damascus and Hamath to Judah in Israel, are they not written in the Book of the Chronicles of the Kings of Israel? And Jeroboam slept with his fathers, the kings of Israel, and Zechariah his son reigned in his place. (2 Kings 14:23–27)

	What amazes me about this passage—and probably the same was true for Jonah when he was called to bring the king this message—is that we read about Jeroboam II doing what was evil in God’s eyes, yet God still told him through Jonah that He would expand the borders of Israel.

	How is it possible that God gives a wicked king a message of hope? How one earth can God work through wicked people? 

	Jonah must have asked God, “Lord, why don’t You send me to Jeroboam with an old-fashioned prophecy of judgment? That would be more helpful to us than a promise that You will help him restore Israel’s borders. If you get burned, you must sit on the blisters, Lord, don’t you? An eye for an eye? Put him straight!”

	But God decided otherwise, and Jonah set out. And it would happen just as Jonah had said it would. That is how you recognize a true prophet and true prophecy.

	Jonah learned an important lesson here, though he did not realize it at the time. You have probably noticed in your own life that you only understand in hindsight why certain things had to happen. Life is lived moving forward and only understood in retrospect.

	The lesson Jonah learned was that God can achieve remarkable things even through someone as crooked as Jeroboam. 

	When I look at my own life, I see that too. I am sometimes startled that God brings about something through my clumsy efforts, even as my heart wanders aimlessly.

	Jonah also discovered here that God has far more mercy for sinners than His servants often do; we will return to this in detail in the chapter on Jonah 4. The title of this book, When God is good and you are not, is based on this final scene. Maybe you know someone you would like to tell off. These people might be the ones Jesus wants you to go to and speak to them with love.

	Although Jonah is mentioned only once in the Old Testament, apart from his own book, it is our Lord Jesus Himself—who grew up just a stone’s throw from where Jonah was born—who refers to Jonah’s story twice. When the Pharisees ask Him for a sign, Jesus replies:

	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. (Matt. 12:39-40)

	Jesus did not doubt the historical reliability of Jonah, not even his miraculous staycation inside the fish. That is why I do not doubt it either. Call me easy to fool, but I just believe it. Besides, if you were to remove all the miracles from the Bible, only a very small book would remain. My reasoning is as follows: if God can create the world and everything in it, on it, and beneath it out of nothing, then it is also possible for Him to allow a prophet to survive three days in the belly of a fish.

	In Luke 11, we read again about Jonah and the story of Nineveh when Jesus says:

	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. 

	Jesus is and remains the One who far surpasses a prophet like Jonah. But there are also many similarities between the two. In the next chapter, we will begin exploring this extraordinarily fascinating part of God’s Word. I hope and pray that it will help you get to know God—and yourself—even better.

	Will you join me? 
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