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So why do we look at the life of Jonah? Because the story of Jonah has great theological import. It concerns a disobedient prophet who rejected his divine commission, was cast overboard in a storm, swallowed by a great fish, rescued marvellously, and returned to his starting point. 

While most people might remember Jonah for the fish story, and we tell children about Jonah because of the whale, it also holds great significance when it comes to God’s compassion and His eternal redemption. Jonah, who first rebels, then obeys and goes to Nineveh, the capital of Israel’s ancient enemy. The Ninevites listen to his message of doom and repent immediately. All, from king to lowliest subject, humble themselves in sackcloth and ashes. Seeing their repentance, God does not carry out the punishment planned for them. At this, Jonah complains, angry because the Lord spares them. 

This fascinating story caricatures a narrow mentality which would see God’s interest extending only to Israel, whereas God is presented as concerned with and merciful to even the inhabitants of Nineveh (4:11), the capital of the Assyrian empire which brought the Northern Kingdom of Israel to an end and devastated Jerusalem in 701 B.C. The Lord is free to “repent” and change his mind.

The name “Jonah” means “dove” in Hebrew, but Jonah’s character is anything but dove-like. Jonah is commanded to go east to Nineveh but flees toward the westernmost possible point (1:2–3), only to be swallowed by a great fish and dumped back at his starting point (2:1, 11). The sailors pray to their gods, but Jonah is asleep in the hold (1:5–6). The prophet’s preaching is a minimum message of destruction, while it is the king of Nineveh who calls for repentance and conversion (3:4–10); the instant conversion of the Ninevites is greeted by Jonah with anger and sulking (4:1). He reproaches the Lord in words that echo Israel’s traditional praise of his mercy (4:2; cf. Exodus 34:6–7). Jonah is concerned about the loss of the gourd but not about the possible destruction of 120,000 Ninevites (4:10–11).

Unlike other prophetic books, this is not a collection of oracles but the story of a disobedient, narrow-minded prophet who is angry at the outcome of the sole message he delivers. The life of the prophet Jonah, as told in the Book of Jonah, is a story of rebellion, divine intervention, and a profound lesson about God's universal compassion. Jonah’s anger at God’s mercy highlights a narrow view of God's love that extends even to Israel's enemies. What we find is a far less heroic figure than a flawed individual motivated by pride, pettiness, and a lack of compassion for those God wished to save.

We learn in the book of 2 Kings that Jonah, son of Amittai, was a native of Gath Hepher, a Galilean town in the northern kingdom of Israel. In fact, Jonah was the same prophet who predicted the expansion of Israel’s territory during the reign of Jeroboam II (2 Kings 14:25). Accordingly, Jonah would have ministered to the northern tribes of Israel just prior to the prophet Amos in the first half of the 8th century B.C. In Jonah’s day, the northern kingdom of Israel, which had broken off from its southern neighbors in 931 B.C., was enjoying a period of relative peace and prosperity. Nationalistic fervour was high, and both Syria and Assyria to the east were weak, allowing Israel to enlarge its northern borders to where they had been during the days of King David and Solomon (1 Kings 17:8-24). 

In its prosperity, however, Israel had also become spiritually and morally impoverished. This was a nation that needed a divine wakeup call and a true prophet of God to deliver such a message. For a time, Jonah would fulfill this role. However, Jonah is more famous today for his mission to Nineveh, a Gentile nation, than his ministry to his own people. In fact, Jonah is one of the only Old Testament prophets who was sent directly to the Gentiles. Where other prophets such as Obadiah, Habakkuk, and Nahum focused on God’s judgment of Israel's enemies, Jonah delivered a message of repentance and ultimately salvation to one of Israel’s greatest adversaries, the mighty Assyrian Empire. As we read in the book of Jonah, however, the prophet was reluctant to deliver such a message. In fact, he initially refused to go to Nineveh altogether.

Nevertheless, around 760 B.C., God called Jonah to Nineveh to call the people of Assyria to repentance. At the time, Nineveh was the capitol of the Assyrian Empire and one of the largest cities in the ancient world, so large, in fact, it would take three days for someone to walk from one end of the city to the other (Jonah 3:3). With its 100-foot walls wide enough to accommodate three chariots, 60-foot-deep moat surrounding the city, and enough provisions to withstand a twenty-year siege, Nineveh was the center of Assyria’s might and power. The prophet Nahum later described Nineveh as a “bloody city, completely full of lies and pillage, whose prey never departs.” (Nahum 3:1)

Founded by Nimrod, the great-grandson of Noah (see Genesis 10:6-10), Assyria had become a global superpower who had expanded its empire through conquest and the sword. Their kings commanded armies numbering in the hundreds of thousands. Historical record and archaeological evidence describe an Assyrian army that marched with a reputation for “unbridled cruelty and professional efficiency.” (The Holman Bible Atlas, 148). In their might, the Assyrians had mastered the art of psychological warfare, intimidating their enemies into submission and surrender, a fact not lost on the children of Israel. 

Although the Assyrians were relatively weak in the days of Jonah, the reality of Assyrian invasion was always a present threat to Israel. Understandably, Nineveh was not the ideal vacation spot for most Jews at the time. Nevertheless, in 760 B.C., God would call on His chosen prophet to deliver a message to the people of Nineveh, the same people who would later conquer and take captive the northern kingdom of Israel in 722 B.C. 

In Jonah’s attempt to run away from God and escape having to go to Nineveh, the Bible tells us that Jonah “went down to Joppa, where he found a ship bound for that port. After paying the fare, he went aboard and sailed for Tarshish to flee from the Lord.” (Jonah 1:3) At the time, Joppa, also referred to by its Hebrew name “Japho,” was an important Judean seaport on the Mediterranean coast. Located about forty miles Northwest of Jerusalem, it was the port where timber and supplies had arrived from Lebanon for the building of the first temple under King Solomon and later the second temple after the Israelites returned from exile. Tarshish, on what is now the Spanish coast, was more than 3000 miles across the sea in the opposite direction.  

When the Northern Kingdom of Israel fell to the Assyrians in 722 B.C., it is possible the Assyrians eventually took control of the port of Joppa as well. In the New Testament, the apostle Peter received a vision while staying in Joppa with Simon the Tanner that would prepare him to eventually meet with the Gentile centurion Cornelius in Caesarea (Acts 10). This, of course, would become a major turning point in the history of the early church, as Peter and the apostles soon recognised God’s heart for the gospel included an outreach to the Gentiles.  

So once, the prophet Jonah fled to Joppa in the Old Testament to avoid having to preach a message of repentance and salvation to a Gentile nation. In the New Testament, however, God would again reveal His heart for the Gentiles to one of His apostles in Joppa. Unlike Jonah, however, Peter willingly left Joppa to bring the gospel and message of repentance and salvation to the Gentiles instead of running from them. 

Ironically, God had forgiven and even given Jonah a second chance. The prophet knew better than anyone that God was gracious, compassionate, and merciful. When it came to the Ninevites, however, Jonah did not want the same mercy extended to those he viewed as enemies.  In many ways, Jonah’s mission to Nineveh and the prophet’s attitude were a rebuke to the prideful, nationalistic, and ethnocentric Jews of Jonah’s day who would rather see those outside of Israel perish by the thousands than repent and come to salvation. 

The book of Jonah will always remind us that it is impossible to successfully run away from God and that God can and will use anything, be it a storm or a giant fish, to get our attention. However, the book of Jonah is more than a parable about the cost of disobedience. Jesus never spoke of Jonah as an allegory or tall tale. He, like the human authors of Scripture, viewed it as an actual account rooted in history. 

At its heart, the story of Jonah’s story reveals God’s grace, mercy, and desire for “all people to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth” (1 Timothy 2:4) It is a perfect foreshadowing of the very gospel of Jesus Christ and salvation offered to “anyone who believes in him... for there is no difference between Jew and Gentile—the same Lord is Lord of all and richly blesses all who call on him, for, ‘everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.’” (Romans 10:11-13)

After all, we get the phrase “sign of Jonah”, which was used by Jesus as a typological metaphor for His future crucifixion, burial, and resurrection. Jesus answered with this expression when asked by the Pharisees for miraculous proof that He was indeed the Messiah. The Pharisees remained unconvinced of Jesus’ claims about Himself, despite His having just cured a demon-possessed man who was both blind and mute. 

Shortly after the Pharisees accused Jesus of driving out demons by the power of Satan, they said to Him, “Teacher, we want to see a sign from you.” 

He answered, “A wicked and adulterous generation asks for a sign! But none will be given it except the sign of the prophet Jonah. For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of a huge fish, so the Son of Man will be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth. The men of Nineveh will stand up at the judgment with this generation and condemn it; for they repented at the preaching of Jonah, and now something greater than Jonah is here” (Matthew 12:38–41).

It is these three days in which Jonah was in the whale that Jesus was referring to when He spoke of the sign of Jonah. Jesus had already been producing miracles that were witnessed by many. Jesus had just performed a great sign in the Pharisees’ presence by healing a deaf man who was possessed by a demon. Rather than believe, they accused Jesus of doing this by the power of Satan. Jesus recognised their hardness of heart and refused to give them further proof of His identity. However, He did say that there would be one further sign forthcoming, His resurrection from the dead. This would be their final opportunity to be convinced.

Jesus’ paralleling of the Pharisees with the people of Nineveh is telling. The people of Nineveh repented of their evil ways (Jonah 3:4–10) after hearing Jonah’s call for repentance, while the Pharisees continued in their unbelief despite being eyewitnesses to the miracles of Jesus. Jesus was telling the Pharisees that they were culpable for their unbelief, given the conversion of the people of Nineveh, sinners who had received far less evidence than the Pharisees themselves had witnessed. 

Interestingly, from the time of Jonah’s preaching, the people of Nineveh had 40 days to repent, and they did, sparing their city from destruction. From the time of Jesus’ preaching, the people of Jerusalem had 40 years, but they did not repent, and Jerusalem was destroyed.

God would often use signs (or miracles) in the Bible to authenticate His chosen messenger. The Lord provided Moses with several miraculous signs in order to prove to others that he was appointed by God (Exodus 4:5–9; 7:8–10;19-20). God sent down fire on Elijah’s altar during Elijah’s contest with the prophets of Baal (1 Kings 18:36–39). He performed this miracle to prove that the God of Israel was the one true God. Jesus Himself would perform many miracles (or “signs”) to demonstrate His power over nature (Matthew 4:23; Mark 6:30–44; Luke 8:22–24; John 6:16–24).

The “sign of Jonah” would turn out to be Jesus’ greatest miracle of all. Jesus’ resurrection from the dead would be God’s chief sign that Jesus was Israel’s long-awaited Messiah (Acts 2:23–32) and establish Christ’s claims to deity (Romans 1:3–4).

What is also interesting is that Jonah’s name, which means "dove" as mentioned, also connects to God. It is significant in Christianity because the Holy Spirit descended in the form of a dove during Jesus's baptism. 

Jonah’s father was called Amittai, which means “truth”. This would mean Jonah’s full title was the ‘Dove of Truth’. Symbolically, the Holy Spirit is like a ‘Dove of Truth’. John 14v 16-17 says, “And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another advocate to help you and be with you forever, the Spirit of truth.” So in the story of Jonah, symbolically, the Holy Spirit is testifying about God to the inhabitants of Nineveh (the gentiles), calling them to repentance.

Like today, the Holy Spirit testifies about Jesus and calls the whole World to repentance. John 15 v 26: When the Advocate comes, whom I will send to you from the Father—the Spirit of truth who proceeds from the Father—He will testify about Me.

Leviticus 1 v 14 – 17 says: “If the offering to the Lord is a burnt offering of birds, you are to offer a dove or a young pigeon. The priest shall bring it to the altar, wring off the head and burn it on the altar; its blood shall be drained out on the side of the altar. He is to remove the crop and the feathers and throw them down east of the altar where the ashes are. He shall tear it open by the wings, not dividing it completely, and then the priest shall burn it on the wood that is burning on the altar. It is a burnt offering, a food offering, an aroma pleasing to the Lord.”

Here, the Bible discusses how a guilt offering is to be made. Jonah 1 tells us that the prophet offered up his life, like a guilt offering, so that the sailors would be spared from the wrath oft the storm. Once he goes below the waves, the storm stops. Jesus, with the ‘dove’ of the Spirit resting on Him, gave His life so that all may be saved who believe in Him. Still today, Jesus calms the spiritual storms and makes the waves still, as He did when He was in the boat with the frightened disciples. 

Jonah gets a bad reputation in this story, but even among his poor life choices, God still uses him for His purposes. This gives us all hope. 

May the Holy Spirit rest upon God’s children so that we may declare God’s goodness to a world struggling the storms of spiritual depravity? May we not run away, but embrace the Great Commission with passion, commitment and faithfulness.  
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Jonah disobeyed the Lord because he did not want to go to Nineveh and found himself swallowed by a whale. The question is, why did he want to run away, and what does this have to do with the Gospel and evangelism? Jonah 1 says, “1 Now the word of the Lord came to Jonah the son of Amittai, saying, 2 “Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and call out against it, for their evil has come up before me.” 3 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.”

The word of the Lord came to Jonah with the command to preach against the wickedness of Nineveh, the capital of the Assyrian Kingdom (Jonah 1:1-2). In his flight, Jonah left his home of Gath-hepher, near Nazareth in Israel (2 Kings 14:25), and travelled to Joppa (Jonah 1:3), a coastal city. There he boarded a ship bound for Tarshish, a city near Gibraltar in the southern part of Spain.

The contrast between Nineveh and Tarshish was vast. Nineveh was located east of the Tigris River in modern-day Iraq. It was more than 500 miles east of Jonah’s hometown. Tarshish, in contrast, was west of Gath-hepher. In fact, Tarshish stood more than 2 500 miles from Israel in the opposite direction from Nineveh. It was the most remote destination available to Jonah. Jonah was trying to put as much distance as he could between himself and the Assyrians. Whatever happened to Nineveh, Jonah would not be there to see it.

Jonah’s reason for running was that, quite simply, he did not like the Assyrians. Assyria was an idolatrous, proud, and ruthless nation bent on world conquest and had long been a threat to Israel. When God sent Jonah as a missionary to the capital, Nineveh, the prophet baulked. At the end of his story, Jonah specifies his reason for resistance: “That is why I was so quick to flee to Tarshish. I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity” (Jonah 4:2). In other words, Jonah wanted Nineveh to be destroyed. He felt they deserved God’s judgment. Jonah didn’t want to see God’s mercy extended to his enemies, and he knew in his heart that God’s intention was to show mercy. Jonah discovered that God’s salvation is available to all who repent, not just to the people of Jonah’s choosing.

Despite what may seem obvious, Jonah’s reluctance to bring God’s message to Nineveh was motivated less by fear of the Assyrians than by a fear of God actually forgiving and showing mercy to his enemies. Jonah admits as much in Jonah 4:2, saying, “Isn’t this what I said, Lord, when I was still at home? That is what I tried to forestall by fleeing to Tarshish. I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity. Now, Lord, take away my life, for it is better for me to die than to live.” (Jonah 4:2-3; emphasis added). Jonah was soon to learn that God’s love and mercy extends to all of His creatures, not just His covenant people.” (Genesis 9:27; Genesis 12:3; Leviticus 19:33-34; 1 Samuel 2:10; Isaiah 2:2; Joel 2:28-32).

Of Jesus we read in “Matthew 25:34, Come ye blessed of My Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world." From the foundation of the world, God had a plan in store for salvation for Jew and Gentile. Thousands of years passed, yet His plan was brought to perfect fruition with the coming of Jesus! God Almighty undertook a work and said, "This is what I am going to do.” How can He not accomplish it if He is Lord God Almighty? His very character and integrity demand that His work start, finish and perfected.  And thus, He shall indeed bring to perfection what He has started in all our lives – those who yield and submit unto Him as Lord and Saviour. 

The story of Jonah has intrigued readers for years, primarily over the fascination with the authenticity of the reported tale of him being swallowed by a whale. The story of this prophet of God, however, holds in-depth lessons that shouldn’t be overshadowed by our logical and at times overwhelming desire to be rational when it comes to the possibility of living in a whale for several days. The story of Jonah is not so much about a whale; it is about the call of God, about following God, seeing the bigger picture, staying in His Will and stepping out of our comfort zone in the pursuit of His Kingdom. 

Matthew 6: 33 But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. 34 Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own. 

We seek the Kingdom when we seek to preach the Kingdom to all those who do not know the Lord. The Lord’s call was clear and concise. Jonah decided to run away from God, and he did so not because he feared doing what was asked, but because he actually feared that God would save Nineveh, which was the capital of the mighty Assyrian Empire. These same Assyrians would, a hundred years later, take the northern Kingdom of Israel into captivity, so Jonah saw them as his sworn enemy and didn’t want to see them saved.

There is a revival coming to the earth, yet we are in danger of becoming like Jonah. After all, the prophet demonstrated a selfish and narrow-minded view of God’s heart and God’s grace, not realising that God has a love for all. Jonah, of course, could not foresee that Jesus would come to be the Saviour of the world. John 3: 16 says, “For God so greatly loved and dearly prized the world that He [even] gave up His only begotten (unique) Son, so that whoever believes in (trusts in, clings to, relies on) Him shall not perish (come to destruction, be lost) but have eternal (everlasting) life.”

And here we pause for a minute. Just like Jonah, many Christians today are also running away from what God has called them to do, which is broadly to preach the Gospel and so reconcile a lost and broken world unto the loving embrace of a God who forgives and who has compassion. It should be the heart of every disciple to evangelise, thus to preach the Gospel of Grace to all, no matter who they are. We run away partly because we are so embroiled in our lives that we do not have time for God’s business, and partly because we may fall into the trap of believing only certain people deserve God’s grace. At times, we think the murderer or the pagan or the child molester does not deserve the chance to hear of God’s grace and forgiveness. This is when it becomes about us, instead of becoming about God and His story. For Jonah, it was about his prejudices, perceptions and the way that he viewed the world. 

With the end-time revival about to hit the world, are we like Jonah, or are we like Jesus? Jesus was a friend of the sinner, even though He did not condone sin. Matthew 5:44 says, “But I tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you”. Just like Jonah, we all have our reasons and excuses not to do what the Lord has called us to do, but make no mistake, we all have been called by the Lord to tell the world of Him and of His love. Some of us sadly are just too busy to follow Him, while others have allowed their perceptions and past experiences to cloud their understanding of God’s heart and His bigger picture, while others simply persist in their ways, for they have become more important to themselves than the will of God.

Jonah, the prophet, also failed to realise it was never about him – it is all about God and His Kingdom and His love. We have to remember – it is ALWAYS about God, and not about us. It is about those who don’t know Him or who struggle to find him. And so we read that Jonah ran away and got caught up in a storm. It became so bad that the sailors of the ship threw him overboard because he confessed to them the following: “9 He answered, “I am a Hebrew and I worship the LORD, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the dry land.” 10 This terrified them and they asked, “What have you done?” (They knew he was running away from the LORD, because he had already told them so.) 11 The sea was getting rougher and rougher. So they asked him, “What should we do to you to make the sea calm down for us?” 12 “Pick me up and throw me into the sea,” he replied, “and it will become calm. I know that it is my fault that this great storm has come upon you.” 

In chapter 3 we read how Jonah preaches the message of judgment in Nineveh, how the people repented and how God saved the city. Here was Jonah running away because he didn’t want God to save his enemies, but because he was obedient, Assyria would only attack Israel about 90 years later. God prolonged judgment not only on Assyria but also on Israel. Talk about Jonah’s narrow point of view! And how often can we not fall into that narrow point of view when it comes to our opinions and way of seeing and doing things? God has a plan in these days with people of all nations, and it is time we step into His vision and His purpose instead of holding onto our own. 

Matthew 5: 43 “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ 44 But I tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, 45 that you may be children of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. 46 If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that? 47 And if you greet only your own people, what are you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that? 48 Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”

Jesus often called people hypocrites, demonstrating just how common hypocrisy really is. And it’s far from a thing of the past. Hypocrisy is still rampant: religious people, politicians, people you pass on the street — the list goes on. Our society is full of extreme double standards. The dictionary says a hypocrite is a person who claims beliefs that his or her actions don’t conform to. Christians are often guilty of hypocrisy. But why? Why don’t people live out their beliefs? Either they don’t truly believe what they say they do, or they don’t know how to act on their beliefs. 

We orient our identities and ethical standards in relation to those around us. When we don’t allow our beliefs to be the inward focus of our hearts — to be the things we truly believe in — our “faith” is really just outward actions. Then we’re prone to compare our so-called faith with that of others. We become hypocrites by making other people the standard of morality and holiness. But other people aren’t the standard. Jesus is. Nobody is perfect — not Christians, not anybody. That’s why we all need a perfect savior, Jesus Christ. He’s the only perfect human to ever lives. Jesus warned people to “beware of the leaven of the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy” (Luke 12:5, English Standard Version). He knew that hypocrisy can start subtly, and even with good intentions. 

Instead of being known for love, as Jesus commanded, sometimes God’s people are known for who they hate, what they are against, and being exclusive, hypercritical, and maybe even antagonistic. The kind of people who “do not practice what they preach.” Jesus commanded us to love our enemies, but today, people claiming to be His followers relentlessly attack their enemies on social media. Jesus taught that we are to be peacemakers, but Christians today scream hate-filled words at their protests and rallies. Jesus said that the one without sin could cast a stone, leading the people who wanted to punish a guilty woman to drop their weapons. Today, Christians quickly and easily pick up “stones” and throw them at the guilty and, sometimes, the innocent. Tragically, instead of representing Jesus accurately, far too many people can name off a list of hypocritical Christians who make God look unappealing, if not repulsive.

The bottom line, if we preach and pray for revival, do we truly believe in our hearts that EVERYONE deserves God’s grace who calls out to Him? Do we believe the prostitute deserves God’s love? Do we believe the serial killer deserves God’s grace and mercy? What about the paedophile? Sometimes we are like Jonah, and we may think that certain politicians should rather burn in hell, or people from certain religious groups should not enjoy God’s love. Jesus died so that everyone and anyone who calls upon Him can enjoy His love, mercy and grace. If we believe God’s love is only for a select few, we become like Jonah and are guilty of being a hypocrite.

We are going to be amazed at who is part of God's remnant in the end times. The delivered drug addicts pulled from the gutter. The liberated prostitutes who seek purity now. The occultist who finds Jesus. The forgotten who cry for God's face. Jesus picked a fishermen and a tax collector. Nothing will be different. God seeks purity and strength of faith, not the performers, the showstoppers or the clever or the boastful. People who love His truth and His Kingdom. 

In chapter 4, Jonah is angry at God for saving Nineveh, and he goes to sit on a hill to see if the people truly repented. And so we read of Jonah’s anger: “2 I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity. 3 Now, LORD, take away my life, for it is better for me to die than to live.” 4 But the LORD replied, “Is it right for you to be angry?” 5 Jonah had gone out and sat down
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