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November 15

Scriptures: Read Jonah 1-4

Key Verse: “... should I not pity Nineveh ... ?” (Jonah 4:11)
Overview

When the prophet Jonah was told by the Lord to go to Nineveh, he went in the opposite direction
instead, toward Tarshish (thought to be Spain). Because of his deliberate disobedience in running
from the will of God, his life literally went “down hill”. Firstly, he went down to Joppa, then
down into the bottom of the ship, where he laid down. He then went down into the sea, and
finally down into the belly of the great fish (1:3, 15, 17). While down there he repented,
expressed his faith in God, and vowed to submit and be obedient to Him (2:7, 9). Then he came
up to the place God wanted him to be, and his words were fulfilled: “you have brought up my
life from the pit” (2:6b; cf. Ps. 16:10).

The storm that the Lord sent upon the sea, must have been very unusually severe, for the
experienced sailors immediately recognized it as being of supernatural origin, and so each
crewman (likely from many different countries) called out to his respective god. They wanted
Jonah to cry out to his God too, but nothing worked. God heard their cries, but until Jonah
confessed his sin and was thrown overboard, as God had purposed, the winds would not die
down. When all their attempts had failed, they concluded that someone on the ship was
responsible for the storm by having offended one of the gods. Under God’s direction, the lot they
cast fell to Jonah (cf. Prov. 16:33), who then confessed that he served the Creator, the God of
heaven (and thus the God of the elements), but was running from Him. Even the heathen could
not comprehend how someone, especially a prophet of God, could possibly disobey the will of
the God of heaven.

In response to their question about what should be done to appease his God, Jonah instructed
them to throw him overboard. Many understand this as though it indicated repentance and a
heroic thing, so that Jonah would not cause others to suffer too. But in light of his initial
stubbornness and his attitude after Nineveh repented, it seems likely that Jonah said this because
he would rather die than go to the Gentiles in Nineveh. It is hard to tell exactly what Jonah’s real
intentions were at that point, but it seems that his true repentance did not come until he was in
the fish’s belly, where he called upon God and quoted many verses from the Psalms (2:2-9). It
has been proven that there are several types of sea creatures that are capable of swallowing a
man whole. God merely took direct control over one of His creatures and commissioned it to
serve His purpose.

Even though Jonah was on the ship in disobedience to God, the Lord was still able to make
something good come out of it. All the sailors clearly saw that Jonah’s God was the true God and
they feared and worshipped Him by offering sacrifices. They also made vows, which were no
doubt vows of commitment to serve Him alone (1:14, 16). Jonah, then, was still a witness for
God to Gentiles, even though he had been running in the opposite direction in order to not
witness to Gentiles. These sailors, in turn, would have taken this story to their homelands and
influenced others to serve God as well.



