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Foreword
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Welcome to this comprehensive study guide on the Book of Jonah, a captivating narrative nestled within the pages of the Old Testament. As you embark on this journey of exploration and reflection, you will delve into the rich layers of this remarkable story and uncover timeless truths that resonate across cultures, generations, and hearts.

The Book of Jonah is a narrative far beyond its simple appearance. Through its vivid accounts of a reluctant prophet, tumultuous seas, a great fish, and a city's transformation, this book presents a powerful tapestry of themes that touch upon the human experience in significant ways. From obedience and disobedience to repentance and compassion, the story of Jonah offers invaluable lessons that transcend time and offer insight into the depths of the human soul.

Within these pages, you will encounter the struggles of a prophet wrestling with his calling, the tension between human desires and divine purposes, and the unfathomable reach of God's mercy. As you navigate through the questions, summaries, reflections, and prayers within this guide, consider the implications of Jonah's journey on your faith journey. Allow the narrative to challenge you, inspire you, and encourage you to see the world through a lens of compassion and love.

Whether you are studying individually or in a group setting, let the lessons of Jonah's story ignite conversations, spark revelations, and deepen your understanding of God's character and unchanging love for His creation.

May your journey be one of discovery, transformation, and overwhelming encounter.

Warm regards,

Andrew
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Introduction to this Study
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This study comprises questions based on the various verses of Scripture taken from the Book of Jonah. 

Part 1 of this study explores the background information of the book, for example, who wrote it, when, to whom, why and other aspects of the book. 

Part 2 highlights verses from the book that draw particular attention to specific principles within Jonah. 

Part 3 is the verse-by-verse study that requires the reader to complete the questions and tasks at the end of each chapter. If this is done in a cell group environment, these answers should be discussed within the group. 

After all the chapters have been studied, there are true, false, and multi-choice questions to test your knowledge of this book. 

Suppose you are using the ebook version of this study. In that case, it is advisable to have a notebook handy to record the answers to the questions. Additional space may also be required to work through the test your knowledge questions.

Answering the questions is not a race. Careful thought should go into writing down the answers, specifically the life application of these questions and their answers. 

Engaging in a Bible Study suggests that the reader recognises their need to understand Scripture and the depth of wisdom that follows knowing and understanding God and His ways. This is a spiritual journey, and it takes time as you investigate the verses, their meaning as the writer intended them to be, and their life application. Ensure prayer precedes each step of the way, allowing the Holy Spirit to guide you and opening your heart and mind to the knowledge of God.

This study matters as it might apply to your life’s reality. In other words, this study considers the Book’s Theology and other principles derived from the book within a framework that makes it easier to apply principles to our daily lives. This study is not a commentary, and although specific information about each book is provided, this study does not engage in textual criticism.
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Date & Writer
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Critical scholars commonly place the prophecy of Jonah within the postexilic period of Israel's history, particularly during the time of Ezra and Nehemiah or later. This dating is primarily supported by an analysis of the linguistic features of the book and the mythical depictions of Nineveh, encompassing its dimensions, populace, significance, monarchy, as well as its cultural practices and intended audience. The stylistic similarities between Jonah and another northern prophet, Hosea, are often highlighted in these discussions, with critics emphasising disparities between the two.

However, conservative academics argue against this postexilic dating, asserting that the evidence supporting a pre-exilic origin, as indicated by numerous elements within the book and traditional Jewish interpretations, outweighs the arguments for a later date. They contend that clues supporting an earlier composition may be discerned within the text, reinforcing their position.

The authorship of the Book of Jonah remains an intriguing mystery, with scholars pondering whether Jonah himself penned the account or if it was assembled by an anonymous writer. Unlike many biblical texts, the Book of Jonah does not explicitly attribute authorship to Jonah, as it narrates events in the third person, suggesting a deliberate distancing from the idea of Jonah as the author.

Some argue that if Jonah accurately recounted the events, he would likely be the source of the book's content. However, the absence of first-person narration raises questions about Jonah's role as the author. It's plausible that the final composition of the book was crafted by an anonymous individual, perhaps drawing from Jonah's oral or written testimony.

Alternatively, it's proposed that Jonah may have referred to himself in the third person, a narrative technique in other biblical texts like the Book of Daniel. In this scenario, the traditional belief that Jonah authored the book could persist, with compilers of the Old Testament canon attributing it to him, thus explaining its inclusion in the Book of the Twelve, also known as the Minor Prophets.

The title of the book, paying homage to its central character, Jonah, may serve as a testament to the story's focal point rather than necessarily indicating authorship in the conventional sense. This ambiguity surrounding authorship invites ongoing scholarly inquiry and interpretation.

One hypothesis proposed by a conservative scholar suggests that the Book of Jonah could be a composition crafted by someone other than Jonah, intended to serve as an educational tool for the people of Judah, Israel, and Nineveh. According to this view, this version of the story aimed to convey God's teachings as imparted to His prophet Jonah, potentially during a period of geopolitical uncertainty when Judah faced threats from the north, particularly Babylonia.

However, despite this theory, the prevailing evidence points towards Jonah as the likely author of the book, presenting a compelling argument for his authorship. Despite the narrative's overt criticism of Jonah's actions, some suggest it casts doubt on Jonah's authorship, as it appears more severe than in any other biblical book attributed to its writer.

Yet, this argument lacks substantial weight upon closer examination. Throughout the Bible, inspired writers, including Moses, Samuel, and David, openly acknowledge their flaws, demonstrating a willingness to self-criticise. In contrast, contemporaneous writers often omitted such shortcomings, seeking to portray their subjects in the most favourable light possible. Therefore, the self-criticism within the Book of Jonah aligns with the broader biblical tradition rather than indicating a different authorship.

The events in the Book of Jonah likely transpired over a relatively brief period, estimated to be a few months to a few years. This timeframe aligns with the reign of Jeroboam II, the king of the Northern Kingdom of Israel from 793 to 753 B.C., as referenced in 2 Kings 14:25. It is during this era that Jonah lived, placing him within the historical context of the narrative. Therefore, a plausible date of authorship for the Book of Jonah falls around 780 B.C., reflecting the period when the work may have been completed.

Notably, between the passing of Elisha and the commencement of Amos's prophetic ministry, approximately forty years elapsed. During this interval, Jonah stands out as the sole prophetic voice whose messages were recorded. This emphasises Jonah's significance as a prophet during a transitional period in Israel's history, serving as a pivotal figure between the legacies of Elisha and Amos.
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The Book of Jonah holds a unique position among the Minor Prophets, ranking fifth in the English Bible and being part of the "The Book of the Twelve" collection in the Hebrew Bible. Unlike the other books in the Latter Prophets section (Isaiah through Malachi), Jonah primarily consists of a narrative rather than prophetic discourse, resembling the accounts of Elijah and Elisha in the Books of Kings.

One of the standout features of the Book of Jonah is the poignant psalm penned by Jonah himself, showcased in verses 2-9, reminiscent of the poetic style found in the Book of Habakkuk chapter 3. However, what makes Jonah truly distinctive is the absence of traditional prophetic oracles or messages throughout the narrative.

Jonah's prophetic ministry spanned various regions, including the Northern Kingdom of Israel, Phoenicia, and Aram, akin to his predecessors Elijah and Elisha. Jonah is the only Old Testament prophet commissioned by God to proclaim repentance to pagan nations, notably the people of Nineveh. In contrast, Nahum's mission to Nineveh focused on announcing the city's impending destruction. However, divine mercy would have been possible if the Ninevites had returned from their wicked ways.

Jonah's role as a prophet extends beyond the borders of Israel, serving as a foreign missionary to non-Israelite peoples. At the same time, Hosea's ministry focuses on his fellow Israelites as a home missionary. However, despite his unique commission, Jonah's attitude, message, and goal as a missionary seem to deviate from the typical missionary archetype. Unlike the typical missionary, Jonah lacks missionary zeal, a message of hope, and the aim of establishing a personal connection between his audience and Yahweh. Nevertheless, the books of Jonah and Hosea offer insights into different facets of God's character: Jonah exemplifies God's boundless compassion for all people, including Gentiles, while Hosea illustrates God's enduring love for Israel.

According to biblical references such as 2 Kings 14:25 and Joshua 19:13, Jonah hailed from Gath-hepher in Galilee within the Zebulun tribal territory, north of Nazareth. During the reign of King Jeroboam II of the Northern Kingdom of Israel (793-753 B.C.), Jonah prophesied within Israel's borders, notably foretelling Jeroboam II's restoration of Israel's original territories, as recounted in 2 Kings 14:23-25. The king ultimately fulfilled this prophecy regarding the expansion of Israel's borders.

It is plausible that God dispatched Jonah to the city of Nineveh, a prominent centre within the formidable Assyrian Empire, during a period of relative vulnerability for the nation. At the time of Jonah's mission, Nineveh had yet to solidify its status as the capital of Assyria, and the empire had not yet emerged as a dominant global power posing a threat to Israel. Assyria's ascendancy to power resumed around 745 B.C. with Tiglath-pileser III's reign following the passing of King Adad-nirari III in 783 B.C.

During the intervening 37 years, Assyria faced challenges from its northern adversaries, particularly the Urartu mountain tribes, who allied with neighbouring groups such as the people of Mannai and Madai. These incursions into Assyrian territory, pushing the northern frontier southward and bringing the invaders perilously close to Nineveh, weakened Assyria's hold on its dominions. Consequently, given the precarious geopolitical circumstances, the Assyrian king and populace may have been receptive to Jonah's prophetic warning of imminent destruction.

Some scholars propose a more precise timeframe for Jonah's visit to Nineveh, pinpointing it during the reign of Assur-dan III (772-755 B.C.). This period within Assyrian history aligns with Jonah's prophetic mission. It provides a context for his encounter with the city during a pivotal juncture in its history.

The establishment of Nineveh as a key capital of the Assyrian Empire occurred during the reign of Sargon II (721-705 B.C.), with further consolidation taking place under his successor, Sennacherib (705-681 B.C.), when Nineveh became the sole capital of Assyria. Situated along the eastern bank of the Tigris River, Nineveh boasted formidable defences, including walls towering 100 feet high and 50 feet thick. The main wall, stretching nearly seven and a half miles and featuring 15 gates, exemplified the city's strategic fortifications. Estimates place Nineveh's population at around 600,000 individuals, encompassing both urban residents and those dwelling in suburban areas beyond the city walls, as referenced in Jonah 4:11.

The inhabitants of Nineveh adhered to Assyrian religious practices, worshipping deities such as Asur and Ishtar, prominent figures in the Assyrian pantheon, akin to the prevailing religious customs throughout the empire.

Amidst the looming threat posed by Assyria to Israel's security, as depicted in Hosea 11:5 and Amos 5:27, Jonah's reluctance to journey to Nineveh stemmed from multiple concerns. One notable apprehension was the fear that the Ninevites might repent upon hearing his message, prompting God to spare them and potentially altering the course of events concerning Israel's adversary. This fear emphasises Jonah's complex motivations and highlights the intricate interplay between geopolitical realities and divine providence within the narrative.
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Purpose for Writing
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The Book of Jonah serves as a revelation of God's omnipotent might and compassionate concern for all of His creations, extending even to the welfare of cattle (Jonah 4:11). Initially imparted to Jonah directly, this revelation subsequently became part of the Jewish tradition, transmitted through Jonah's experiences. However, the Ninevites, although prompted to repent and humble themselves in response to Jonah's proclamation, did not perceive it as a primary act of divine revelation.

The call to repentance and self-humbling upon the Ninevite people should have resonated with the Israelites, prompting a similar response of contrition and humility. Both nations faced comparable threats, initially from the Assyrians and later from the Babylonians. Yet, Jonah's lack of concern for the Ninevites starkly contrasts with God's compassionate regard for them, intended as an exemplar for His own people.

At its core, the primary objective of the Book of Jonah is to convey to the Israelites the truth that God's love extends beyond national boundaries, embracing all peoples equally. This message resonates deeply today, urging us to recognise and emulate God's boundless love for all nations. Jonah, embodying the prevailing attitude of indifference or disdain towards foreign nations, reflects the common human tendency to prioritise our own interests over those of others. Thus, the book challenges us to transcend such narrow perspectives and embrace God's universal love for humanity.

Throughout the Book of Jonah, Jonah's inner struggle is characterised by a lingering hope that God will not act by His own established standards (Jonah 4:2). In
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