
Jonah 

An Introduction 
 

 

Is there a more familiar story than Jonah? 

Save maybe Adam and Eve, Noah, and the Birth and Death of Jesus…I think not 

Crazy how something so small…only 48 verses in total…can be so well known 

A book seemingly written in children’s format that scholars can’t quite get their 

hands around 

We’re gonna spend roughly the next 6-8 weeks trying to get our heads and hearts 

wrapped around this daunting satire 

And it is a satire…as about as tragically comical a book as you will find in the 

entire Narrative 

 

This morning I want to simply do an introduction before we start our study next 

week 

To get a baseline I want to set some context geographically, historically, and from 

a literary approach before we start to dig in so we know what we are digging into 

 

Historicity: 

First, let’s have a discussion about the pink elephant in the room when it comes to 

this book 

And this is a discussion that I would neither have tolerated 10 years ago nor would 

have known how to enter into 

Any guess as to what the pink elephant is when it comes to Jonah that you 

normally wouldn’t dare ask in an evangelical church? 

IS THIS A TRUE STORY 

There are 2 basic scholarly approaches to Jonah that you come across when you 

study the literature out there 

1. It is a Historically accurate piece of work 

i.e. it is a real person, in a real time, and every event happened as it is written 

down PERIOD 

2. Historical Fiction with a Point – like a parable 

A real guy in a real time, with poetic license to address something Israel 

needs addressing 

 

The bummer about this whole discussion is that it misses the real point 

More often than not it is THE FISH that gets all the attention 

Ask almost anyone on the street about Jonah, and the Fish will get top billing 



The bottom line, no matter where you come out on the discussion is, WHAT IS 

THE POINT THAT GOD IS TRYING TO GET ACROSS THRU THE WRITER 

What is God saying to us thru this story relevant to His Story and HIMSELF 

First of all, making the fish the issue misses this point 

Secondly, it can have the unfortunate result of having some dismiss the real point if 

they have a differing approach and opinion but cannot discuss it in a healthy way 

The accuracy of “the fish” has almost become a necessity of faith 

I don’t want to do that 

And I don’t want this class to be a place where we cannot hold differing opinions, 

particularly where it causes us to miss what God is saying 

Personally, I take the approach that this is a Historically accurate piece 

And I have unbelievably solid Christian friends that take it as the latter 

I have no issue with that anymore 

In fact I bounced that very concept back and forth with David Eckman and he felt 

the exact same way 

There is room for both views in the church 

The really funny thing is that the fish has an unbelievably small role to play in this 

story 

The Fish is only even mentioned in 3 verses and isn’t even in the Top 5 of main 

players or subjects 

So we are not gonna delve into all the “true stories” of people that have been 

swallowed by fish 

With that said, let’s move on to the next topic 

 

Let’s retell the Story together… 

 

Let’s ask another question? 

What is central to the book from a Theme perspective? 

 

One idea that is generally adopted is Israel’s mission to the Gentiles 

It is obvious 

But it is addressed very indirectly…It is never stated directly 

Further Jonah’s reasons for not wanting to go are not at all related to the Ninevites 

“non-Jewishness” 

And Jonah is quite positive when it comes to the sailors 

 

The issue as is clarified in Chapter 4, is over God’s willingness to repent which He 

does multiple times in this Story 

The issue here is not THAT God repents, but for WHOM He repents 



Jonah, like any Israelite, knows the need for God to be merciful and change His 

mind given a heart change by His people 

Jonah’s issue is who He does it with 

It is His seemingly indiscriminate mercy with CERTAIN HEATHEN 

• Jonah 1:2 

 

There are many topics running around in this book, but it seems clear enough that 

what runs central to the Book of Jonah is a conflict BETWEEN God and Jonah 

The Sailors play a key role, but they disappear after the first chapter 

The Ninevites are clearly significant, but they don’t even appear until half way thru 

the book 

And when they do, they are there, and then gone and STILL Jonah and God remain 

It is like panning for gold in this Book…you have to see what sticks in the end 

And what sticks is Jonah and God 

Again, the Story has many layers and themes, but I would submit this is central 

point 

 

So then, what is the central issue between God and Jonah? 

I thought for years without really even thinking it thru that Jonah must be like 

everyone else we read about 

He simply must LACK FAITH 

But what I have come to discover is that faith is the one thing Jonah definitely does 

not lack 

Jonah’s problem is not a problem of faith 

In fact, if you and I had half the faith Jonah had it would fix a ton of things 

Jonah is INSANELY full of Faith 

He is so full of faith and believes what he believes SO strongly that he gets in a 

boat and heads the opposite direction 

In chapter 4, when the Ninevites repent, Jonah’s has a deeply faith driven 

statement 

What is it? 

“I KNEW YOU WOULD DO THIS GOD” 

He believes what he believes about God so strongly he would rather just die 

That folks is faith 

He has an incredibly deep conviction in what He believes about God 

So strong in fact he goes the other way 

This is REALLY important in understanding the Story and ourselves 

We like to boil down our Christianity to simply having faith, or not having faith 

Unfortunately that is not sophisticated enough 

In Jonah’s case, his issue is not faith, but a MIS-DIRECTED FAITH 



The conflict is between a faithful man and His God 

But it is an issue of interpretation or expectation of God 

In essence, it is a THEOLOGICAL ISSUE 

And the issue specifically is God’s JUSTICE 

And why it is even worth it to follow God if this is how arbitrary His justice is 

• Mal. 3:13-14, 2:17 

 

Jonah’s disobedience and later despair are only SYMPTOMS of a deeper issue 

Jonah has a basic belief, an expectation of God that is just off of target 

And that is what ultimately leads him off target 

There is a MASSIVE warning to you and I in this book and that is what I want to 

really see together 

There are of course all kinds of learning’s and thoughts, but this we cannot miss 

And I want to preface it up front so we do not miss it as we study together 

Doing what is right is not at the heart of what is most important here 

Remember the story 

In chapter 3, does Jonah do what God asks? 

Jonah ends up going, and Jonah preaches, and they get converted 

But in chapter 4, you can see clearly that the issue is not cleared up at all 

Jonah is deeply conflicted 

He prays in chapter 2, and sits in obstinate depression in chapter 4…he is the same 

man 

 

And this is what God wants to resolve in and thru this little satire 

 

Brief History during Jonah’s time: 

A brief History will also help with why Jonah has this Justice expectation and issue 

Let’s look at the backdrop of Jonah’s existence 

• II Kings 14:23-27 

Jonah was the announcer of Israel’s (read North) revitalized future in the mid 8
th
 

century 

And he was a contemporary of Amos 

It was a time of both heady Nationalism and social complacency 

For over 200 Years Assyria had gained control 

Ultimately Assyria was after the wealth of Egypt 

Israel owned the main highway and trade routes on the way along its coast 

By this time Israel was bent but not broken and was paying tribute 

Assyria had 3 weak kings in succession and had internal issues 

This gave Israel breathing room, particularly under Jeroboam 

This it turns out was Israel’s last great hurrah 



The Land was restored, the economy was booming, trade routes were restored 

The rich got richer, and unfortunately the pour suffered greatly 

This is when God steps in with the voice of His Prophets 

Namely Amos and Hosea 

• Amos 2:6, 8:5 

• Hos. 4:1-2 

Within 3 decades as these Prophets alluded, Israel would be snatched away 

But Jonah’s voice was different 

Jonah was the Prophet of Jeroboam 

His calling was not social decay, but rather the expansion of its boarders 

You wonder maybe if Jonah was somewhat blinded to what bothered Amos and 

Hosea 

 

And Jonah had a personal stake in this matter 

His home town, Gath-hepher (modern Mashhad) lay directly in Assyria’s line of 

attack 

 

Now he was being asked to offer a future to the very nation that could and 

eventually did end that glorious vision 

• II Kings 17:1-6 

(only 16 years between the end of Jeroboam and Ahaz) 

Israel fell around 721BC FYI 

And to arguably the most ruthless Nation of ALL TIME 

ANY ISRAELITE would have identified with Jonah when reading this 

It was dangerous to Jonah personally 

And if he went he risked being labeled a traitor by his own people 

And if he refused, and Assyria fell, Jeroboam’s revival would continue 

And Jonah remembered the history of Elisha only 100 years earlier 

When God used him to heal the Aramean General Naaman only to have the 

Aramean’s turn around and invade Israel 

 

Brief History When Jonah was Written: 

Scholars agree that this book of course was not written by Jonah 

And common belief places the writing around 100-250 years after the Jews 

returned from Babylon Exiled around 586BC 

Return around 538BC 

During the time of Ezra and Nehemiah, Pagan culture was heavily influencing 

Israel, which led the two to cut-off the pagan nations from the community which 

led to a separatist mentality and intolerance toward non-Jews = around 450-400BC 



However, there isn’t any indication of this in the book (mixed marriages, 

languages, etc) (i.e. read Sailors) 

 

Better setting may be just before that time frame, around 475BC-450BC 

Right around the time of Malachi 

Age of spiritual depression 

The previous 2 generations had returned from Babylon full of hope that the Nation 

would be rebuilt 

The Prophets had helped build up these expectations 

You need only turn to II & III Isaiah chapters 40-66 to see it (see also Joel 3) 

By now an entire century had passed and the country was in ruins 

The country was reduced to essentially Jerusalem and the surrounding countryside 

and it was under the thumb of Persia 

Surrounding Nations like Samaria and Edom were beating on them 

The country was pour 

Morality was breaking down (Mal. 2:13-16) 

The country was becoming cynical regarding God and His Word 

They are wondering whether God loves them at all anymore 

Fretheim’s Jonah – pg 37 

Why should I follow God if it isn’t even worth it 

That is the backdrop of Jonah 

And that was when Jonah was penned for ears to hear 
 


