RUNNING FROM GOD

Four Studies on the book of Jonah
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Introduction

Who was Jonah?

We know a little bit about Jonah's background both from the book of Jonah and also
from a reference to him in 2 Kings 14:25. We know that he was a prophet in Israel (the
northern part of the kingdom after it had split in two) and that he prophesied during the
time of King Jeroboam Il (around 786-746 BC). He did prophesy in Israel but most
famously he was also sent to prophesy to a non-Israelite city, Nineveh.

Why Nineveh?

There are quite a few prophesies addressed to non-Israelite places in the Old Testament.
Most of these were never actually spoken to the people they are about. Instead they were
spoken to the Israelites, to encourage them that God would deal justly with their
enemies. In the book of Jonah, however, God commands the prophet to go to the
foreign city and speak the message to its inhabitants.

Nineveh was the capital city of the Assyrian empire, located in modern-day Irag. It was a
large city (it took three days to cross the city!) and in Jonah's time it was becoming an
important political and military centre. Less than a hundred years after Jonah's prophecy,
the Assyrians invaded Israel and the nation went into into exile. Nineveh became the
focus of several prophecies of judgment and destruction, because of Assyria’s repeated
attacks on both Israel and Judah. The book of Nahum is entirely devoted to a prophecy
against Nineveh.

What's the point of the prophecy?

We often think about prophecy as predicting the future. But in the Bible, prophecy simply
means speaking the word of God into a particular situation. Sometimes this includes
warning what the future will be in the hope of changing people’s present behaviour and
attitudes in order to avoid disaster. Jonah’s warning to Nineveh was very brief: ‘Forty
more days and Nineveh will be overthrown.” It was enough to prompt the king and the
people to true repentance, however, and so God did not overthrow the city. That doesn’t
mean Jonah got it wrong — it means the prophecy did what it was supposed to do!

But what about the whale?

Jonah 1:17 says that ‘the Lord provided a huge fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was in
the belly of the fish three days and three nights.’ Then, ‘the Lord commanded the fish and
it vomited Jonah onto dry land’ (Jonah 3:10).

It's clear that this is a miraculous event: the Lord provided the fish and the Lord
commands the fish. Attempts to explain how this might have happened naturally are,
therefore, missing the point! More importantly, this is a miracle which points towards an
even greater miracle:

‘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.’ (Matthew
12:40)

The smaller miracle of keeping Jonah alive in the stomach of the huge fish
points forward to the greater miracle of bringing Jesus back to life after ChU.I’Ch
three days in the tomb. So this short book in the Old Testament has plenty ~ Society



to say to us about the good news of the risen Christ and what it means for us to be

servants of the gospel.
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SESSION ONE: GOD'S PLANS ARE NOT THWARTED
Jonah 1:1-16

1. What is the task which God gives Jonah to do? What do you think it means to ‘preach
against’ the city?

2. Why does Jonah get on the ship to Tarshish (look at the map)? Why doesn’t he want to
do what God has instructed him?

3. The Lord sends a violent storm which threatens the ship. Compare the ways that the
sailors, the captain and Jonah respond to this in vv. 4-6.

4. Why do the sailors cast lots? Do you think it was a coincidence that the lot fell on
Jonah? Why or why not?

5. How does Jonah identify himself to the sailors? Have his actions so far corresponded
with his words?

6. Why must Jonah be thrown into the sea? Why don’t the sailors want to do it?

7. Look at the sailors’ prayer in verse 14. How has it changed since their prayers in verse
57

8. What do the sailors’ actions in verse 15 indicate about their faith?

9. What are the effects of Jonah's disobedience on him? And on others? Do you think
Jonah's disobedience spoiled God’s plan?

10. What happens when we set ourselves against God's will?
11. List all the ways that God's sovereign control is shown throughout this narrative. How
does it make you feel to see God's control over events like this? Can you see evidence of

God's sovereignty in your own life?

THANK GOD that he is sovereign over everything in our lives. ASK that God will help
you to be obedient to his will.
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SESSION TWO: GOD’'S RESCUE IS MIRACULOUS
Jonah 1:17-2:10

1. Recap the events of chapter one. Why has Jonah ended up in the sea? How would you
describe Jonah's relationship with God in the first chapter of the book?

2. In chapter one, the sailors prayed to God but Jonah didn’t. What finally prompts Jonah
to pray (2:2)?

3. Can you think of circumstances in your life when you've prayed out of desperation?
Why do we turn to God in times of crisis?

4. How does Jonah describe his situation in the sea (2:2-6)? Who is in control in this
place?

5. Why was he rescued (2:6-7)?

6. How did God rescue Jonah from drowning?

7. Jonah 2 is Jonah's prayer from inside the fish — after he has been rescued. What is his
response to being rescued? Compare it with the sailors’ response to their rescue in
chapter one.

8. Look at Matthew 12:38-41. Jesus says that Jonah's miraculous rescue was a sign for
later generations. What does it point towards? What does Jonah's rescue tell us about
God's power and our salvation?

9. What is your response to God’s miraculous rescue in your own life?

PRAISE GOD for his miraculous rescue of Jonah, his greater miracle of raising Jesus
from the dead, and the miraculous rescue he has accomplished for us.
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SESSION THREE: GOD'’S MISSION IS RELENTLESS
Jonah 3:1-10

1. How has Jonah's faith grown and changed over the first two chapters of the book?

2. How has God's commission for Jonah changed (compare 3:2 with 1:2)? Why has
Jonah'’s response changed?

3. What is God's message to Nineveh (1:2)? How does Jonah ‘preach against’ the city
(3:3)? What is the implicit warning behind his words?

4. What sort of responses would you expect such a message to get? What responses do
we expect to get when we talk about God's judgment today? Why is it important to talk
about judgment?

5. D.A.Carson once said, “l don't care if people get scared into the kingdom or loved into
the kingdom, as long as they get into the kingdom.” Do you agree with that? Why or why
not?

6. Who do the Ninevites believe (3:5)? What does that indicate about Jonah’s ministry as
a prophet?

7. The Ninevites respond with fasting and by putting on sackcloth. What do you think
these actions signify about their attitude to God’s message? Which Ninevites respond?

8. The king’s message explains more about the reason for the people’s response. What
things are they to do and what do they hope to achieve?

9. What is God's response to the Ninevites? Why?

10. How does Jonah 3 give us a model for evangelism? What is the message and who
needs to hear it? How can you be part of God’s mission to bring people to repentance
and faith?

PRAY for courage and faith like Jonah's to take the warning of God's judgment into a
wicked and sinful world. PRAY for our nation to heed the warning and respond with
repentance.
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SESSION FOUR: GOD’'S COMPASSION IS OUTRAGEOUS
Jonah 4:1-11

1. What is it that Jonah thinks is ‘very wrong’? Why does he think this? Do you agree with
him?

2. How does Jonah explain his initial disobedience? Is this surprising to you? Why
wouldn’t he want God to be merciful to the Ninevites?

3. What does Jonah know about God's character? Can you think of events in Israel’s
history which have demonstrated this?

4. What makes Jonah so desperate that he asks God to take his life?

5. God challenges Jonah by giving him a ‘lived parable’. What does he demonstrate by
giving Jonah the plant and then making it die?

6. Do you think Jonah has a right to be angry about the plant? Does he have a right to be
angry about Nineveh?

7. Who actually has the right to be concerned for the plant and for Nineveh? Why?

8. The book ends without telling us whether Jonah accepts this lesson or not. Why is it so
hard for Jonah to understand God’'s compassion on Nineveh?

9. Think about the ways God showed compassion on Israel. Did they deserve it more than
the Ninevites? Think about the ways God has shown compassion towards you. Did you
deserve it?

9. Are there individuals or groups of people you feel have received undeserved blessing
from God? How does that make you feel? Resentful or rejoicing?

10. Are there individuals or groups of people you feel don’t deserve salvation? Do you
have the right to feel that way?

THANK GOD that he had compassion on you, even though you did not deserve it.
PRAY that he will have compassion and mercy on all the people you thought about in
the last two questions.

Church
Society



