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Jonah Intro
Today we begin a new study on the book of Jonah.  I don’t think this one will take quite as long as our last one did!

When I mention the book of Jonah, what is the first thing that comes to your mind?  Jonah and the Whale.  Certainly that is the most familiar part of the story—one of the Bible stories many of us heard first as children.  Anything else that comes to mind?  Take various answers.  Well, over the course of the next few weeks we’ll look at all of that and more in detail.

Because of the incident with the whale (or fish) recorded in the book of Jonah, many critics write off the book as a myth, parable, or allegory—an ancient Robinson Crusoe or Gulliver’s Travels.  They argue that it is obviously impossible for a man to live for three days in the belly of a fish—or any other animal—with suffocating or being digested.  Consequently, on the basis of this one part of the story, they write off the historicity of the entire book.  If that isn’t true, they argue, then neither is the rest of the story.  In fact, many use the story of Jonah and the whale as the foundation for dismissing not just the book of Jonah but the entire Bible, and thus the entire Christian faith.  For example, during the Scopes trial, when Clarence Darrow examined William Jennings Bryan with the intent of ridiculing the Bible and thus the Christian faith, his first line of questioning concerned Jonah.  As J. Vernon McGee says,
In warfare the tactics of the enemy are to feel out the weak spots in the line of the opposition and to center his attack at that vantage point. Judging from this criterion, many critics deduce that the Book of Jonah is the vulnerable part of the Divine Record. Surely this is the spot where the enemy has leveled his heaviest artillery. As a result, the average Christian feels that this is the weakest link in the sixty-six links of the chain of Scripture. If this link gives way, the chain is broken.

But can the book of Jonah be so easily dismissed?  I don’t think so.  For one thing, as we’ll see during our study, Jonah is a rich and beautiful book, filled with important truth, and to focus on the whale is to miss the main points of the story.  The book is not about the fish.  As G. Campbell Moore says,

In order, then, to discover the message of the book, we must seek for the outstanding facts in the story. In doing this it is of the utmost importance that we distinguish between the incidental and the essential. The incidental things are the ship, the storm, the whale, the gourd, the wind, and Nineveh… The essential matters of the book are the transactions between the Lord and Jonah.
Further, even the part of the story about the fish is not so easily dismissed as some would say.  We’ll examine that more closely in a few weeks.  
But there are other important reasons to have confidence in the story of Jonah.  First, and in my mind most importantly, Jesus believed that the story of Jonah—and in particular the episode involving the whale—was true.  Matthew 12:38 says,
38Then some of the Pharisees and teachers of the law said to him, "Teacher, we want to see a miraculous sign from you." 
39He answered, "A wicked and adulterous generation asks for a miraculous sign! But none will be given it except the sign of the prophet Jonah. 40For 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. 41The 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 one[e] greater than Jonah is here. 

What does Jesus say about Jonah?  He says, “as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of a huge fish…”  Not “As the story of Jonah says…” or even “As the scriptures say concerning Jonah…” but “As Jonah was…”  He says, “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 one greater than Jonah is here.”  So Jesus had no doubt that Jonah was a real person, that he preached to the Ninevites, and that through his preaching the Ninevites repented.   And I’m inclined to take Jesus’ testimony seriously.  (By the way, Jonah is one of four prophets mentioned explicitly by Jesus:  the others were Isaiah (Matthew 15:7), Elijah (Matthew 17:11-12) and Elisha (Luke 4:27).)
Second, Jonah is mentioned as an historical figure in the Bible.  2 Kings 14:23-25 says
23 In the fifteenth year of Amaziah son of Joash king of Judah, Jeroboam son of Jehoash king of Israel became king in Samaria, and he reigned forty-one years. 24 He did evil in the eyes of the LORD and did not turn away from any of the sins of Jeroboam son of Nebat, which he had caused Israel to commit. 25 He was the one who restored the boundaries of Israel from Lebo Hamath to the Sea of the Arabah, in accordance with the word of the LORD, the God of Israel, spoken through his servant Jonah son of Amittai, the prophet from Gath Hepher. 

So scripture confirms itself concerning the existence of a prophet named Jonah—the name means “dove”—who was from the town of Gath Hepher, located near Nazareth in Galilee, and was the “son of Ammitai.”  Ammitai means “truth,” so calling him the “son of Ammittai may literally mean that his Father’s name was Ammitai or that he was figuratively the Son of Truth.  There is an ancient Hebrew tradition that Jonah was the son of the widow of Zarephath (see 1 Kings 17), but there is absolutely no evidence to support such a claim. 

The third reason to have confidence in the accuracy of Jonah is that the events recorded in the book correspond to known history and have been confirmed by archeology.  Nineveh was a real city, established in ancient times by the great King Nimrod (Genesis 10:8-12).  It was the capital city of the Assyrian empire.  In Jonah it is called “the great city of Nineveh” and “a very important city” and described as being so large that “a visit required three days.”  The city was at its zenith during the 8th century BC under the kings Tilgath-Pileser, Shalmaneser, Sargon, and Sennacherib.  
As you might expect, the empire of Assyria had a significant influence on Israel.  In 806 BC the Assyrian king Ahad Nirari III invaded but did not overthrow the Northern Kingdom.  A few years later, in 797 BC, the Assyrians actually helped Israel by overthrowing Damascus, which for the previous century had been in conflict with and exercised dominion over the Kingdom of Israel.  The defeat of Damascus created the opportunity for the Israelite King Jeroboam to restore the boundaries of Israel to their original extent, as prophesied by Jonah and recorded in 2 Kings 14.  

Jonah’s ministry (as well as the ministry of the prophet Amos), took place during this period of resurgence in Israel, sometime between 800 and 750 BC.  This was a time of rising national pride in Israel, characterized by complacency about the nation’s favored status with God, as reflected in Amos 6:1-6:

 1 Woe to you who are complacent in Zion, 
       and to you who feel secure on Mount Samaria, 
       you notable men of the foremost nation, 
       to whom the people of Israel come! 

 2 Go to Calneh and look at it; 
       go from there to great Hamath, 
       and then go down to Gath in Philistia. 
       Are they better off than your two kingdoms? 
       Is their land larger than yours? 

 3 You put off the evil day 
       and bring near a reign of terror. 

 4 You lie on beds inlaid with ivory 
       and lounge on your couches. 
       You dine on choice lambs 
       and fattened calves. 

 5 You strum away on your harps like David 
       and improvise on musical instruments. 

 6 You drink wine by the bowlful 
       and use the finest lotions, 
       but you do not grieve over the ruin of Joseph. 

 7 Therefore you will be among the first to go into exile; 
       your feasting and lounging will end.

Israel’s religion life at this time was focused on the coming “Day of the Lord,” when the Israelites expected the wrath of God to be poured out on the gentile nations.  Amos warned against this attitude in Amos 5:18:

18 Woe to you who long 
       for the day of the LORD! 
       Why do you long for the day of the LORD ? 
       That day will be darkness, not light.

It is in this context that God sent Amos and Hosea to preach repentance to Israel, and called Jonah to go and preach repentance to the Ninevites.

During this time, Assyria remained a real threat to Israel from the north and was regarded with suspicion and hatred by the Jews.  Eventually, the threat from Assyria was realized:  In 732 BC the Assyrian King Tilgath-Pileser invaded and partially conquered the Northern Kingdom, deporting the inhabitants of the conquered regions to Assyria.  Israel continued to exist within the reduced territory as an independent kingdom until around 720 BCE, when it was again invaded and overthrown by the Assyrian King Sennacherib and the rest of the population deported. (Sennacherib attempted to conquer the Southern Kingdom of Judah as well, in 701 BC, but was miraculously repulsed by God.)  
Ultimately, Nineveh's greatness was short-lived. Around 633 BC the Assyrian empire began to show signs of weakness.  Nineveh finally fell in 612 BC to the Medes and was razed to the ground.  For many years there was virtually no evidence that Nineveh had even existed.  By the time of the ancient Greek historian Herodotus (around 400 BC) the city was uninhabited and was all but lost to history.  But in modern times archeologist have re-discovered Nineveh and have verified the Biblical and historical claims for its greatness.   
There is no record in Assyrian history (which, of course, is extremely limited) of the kind of religious awakening described in Jonah Chapter 3.  However, during the reign of Adad-Ni rar i I (810BC – 783 BC) there was a swing toward monotheism (the worship of Nebo), which may have been the result of Jonah’s preaching.  Or, perhaps Jonah’s preaching occurred during the reign of Ashurdan II (771 BC – 754 BC), in connection with a plague in 765 BC, and eclipse in 763 BC, and a second plague in 759 BC, events which would have been commonly regarded as omens of judgment.

So, in summary, there is good reason—based on the claims of Christ, the scripture, history, and archeology—to regard the book of Jonah as an historical account of an episode in the life of a real person, Jonah.   

It has long been assumed that the book was written by Jonah himself, but the many similarities between Jonah and the narratives of Elijah and Elisha recorded in 1 and 2 Kings, and the use of third person in the account of Jonah—“The word of the Lord came to Jonah…” instead of “the word for the Lord came to me…”—suggest that it may have been produced by the same writer or writers of those accounts.  If Jonah is the author, it is likely that the book was written about some years after his experiences, perhaps in the period 750-725 BC, after he had told the story many times and had time to distill his experiences into a lesson form.  
The style of the book of Jonah is prose narrative, except the prayer of thanksgiving in the second chapter.  Although the book of Jonah is prophesy, it is unlike other prophetic writings in the Bible.  In form it is more similar to the book of Ruth—a narrative that reveals God’s truth through his interaction with Jonah.   According to commentator G. Campbell Morgan

The book of Jonah is peculiar among the prophetic writings in that it contains no message delivered to the people of GOD by the prophet... The book is a story, and the story is the message. 
The book is also unusual among Biblical prophecy in that it makes no mention of Israel, which is referred to by every other prophet.  The only prophecy in the book—“Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned!"—is directed at Nineveh, a pagan city.  Still, while Israel is not mentioned, the entire book is a reproof of Israel, for its racist, prideful, self-righteous refusal to take the good news of God to the gentiles and for its refusal to repent of its own sins.  God’s purpose was always that Israel should be a witness to the nations and not merely the selfish beneficiary of Divine blessings. Israel failed miserably at this purpose, and so according to George Adam Smith the book of Jonah was written to “illustrate God’s grace to the heathen in face of His people’s refusal to fulfill their mission to them.”

Jonah also contains important prophecy regarding the Messiah and the gospel.  Just as Christ joined himself with us by coming to earth to live as a man, so also Jonah joined the sailors on the boat.  Just as Christ offered himself as a sacrifice to save us, so Jonah offers himself to the sailors as a sacrifice to save them from the storm.  Jonah’s three days and three nights in the whale presage the death, burial, and resurrection, of Christ.  As Augustine put it, 
As, therefore, Jonah passed from the ship to the belly of the whale, so Christ passed from the cross to the sepulchre, or into the abyss of death. And as Jonah suffered this for the sake of those who were endangered by the storm, so Christ suffered for the sake of those who are tossed on the waves of this world.

Finally, of course, Jonah’s ministry to the gentiles in Nineveh prophesies Jesus’ role as Messiah to the Gentiles.

The book divides into four sections corresponding to its four Chapters.  Chapter 1 describes Jonah’s journey away from God.   It begins with Jonah hearing the word of the Lord to go to Nineveh and preach repentance and ends with Jonah in the belly of the fish.  The second section, in Chapter 2, describes Jonah’s time of prayer, reflection, and repentance while in the fish.  Chapter 3 begins just as Chapter 1 did, with Jonah being instructed by God to go to Nineveh and describes his ministry there and its result.  Chapter 4, by far the most unusual and most personal section of the book, describes Jonah’s anger at God and God’s patient rebuke of Jonah’s racism.   

According to J. Vernon McGee, the book of Jonah presents six significant subjects: 
1. This is the one book of the Old Testament which sets forth the resurrection. Those who assert that the resurrection is not found in the Old Testament surely are not versed in the magnificent message of Jonah. When a wicked and adulterous generation was seeking after a sign, JESUS referred them to the Book of Jonah for the message. "As Jonah. . . so Jesus" is the fine comparison made by our LORD. This will be given adequate treatment when we come to the second chapter of Jonah. 
2. Salvation is not by works. Salvation is by faith which leads to repentance. The Book of Jonah is read by the orthodox Jews on the Great Day of Atonement,  Yom Kippur. There was one great truth which was self-evident from the ritual of this day. The way into GOD was not by "works of righteousness which we have done" but by the blood of a substitutionary sacrifice provided by the LORD. Probably the most significant statement in the entire book [and perhaps the entire Bible] is found in the second chapter and the ninth verse, "Salvation is of the Lord." 
3. GOD'S purpose of grace cannot be frustrated. The question is sometimes asked if Jonah had refused to go to Nineveh the second time, would GOD have destroyed the city? It is difficult to answer a question which involves a probability which did not come to pass, but it is safe here to say that GOD would not have been limited by the refusal of His servant to go for Him. If Jonah had refused to go, GOD would have raised up another instrument. However, it is more likely that, had Jonah refused to go the second time, there would have been another fish ready to give him the green signal toward Nineveh. The book shows GOD's determination to get His message of salvation to a people who will hear and accept it. 
4. God will not cast us aside for faithlessness When Jonah failed the first time, GOD did not cast him aside. The most encouraging words which a faltering and failing child of GOD can hear are, "And the word of the Lord came unto Jonah the second time." 
5. GOD is good and gracious. Read the second verse of the fourth chapter for the most penetrating picture of GOD in the entire Bible. "He prayed to the LORD, "O LORD, is this not what I said when I was still at home? 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."  It is wrong to say that the Old Testament reveals a GOD of wrath and the New Testament reveals a GOD of love. He is no vengeful deity in the book of Jonah. 
6. GOD is the GOD of the Gentiles. Some Bible teachers have suggested that we write Romans 3:29 over this book, "Is he the God of the Jews only? is he not also of the Gentiles? Yes, of the Gentiles also." Why not? The Book of Jonah is the answer to those critics who declaim that the Old Testament presents a local and limited deity, one who is nothing more than a tribal deity. The book of Jonah is a great book on missions, and the book has a world vision. 

In some ways, the story of Jonah is a reflection of the truth we discovered in our study of Romans 1, 2, and 3, which is also reflected in the story of the prodigal son, that there are two, distinct, opposite ways to be far from God:  willful wickedness, illustrated by the pagans in Romans 1, the younger brother in the parable, and the Ninevites in Jonah;  and prideful self-righteousness, demonstrated by the Jews in Romans 2 and 3, the older brother in the parable, and Jonah in this book.  Jonah typifies the smug, self-righteous racism that would have characterized Jews of his day and which frankly characterized the Jewish attitude toward Gentiles from the time of Moses right down to the time of the apostles.  As Martin Luther put it, 
(Jonah) would rather not preach, yea, would rather die, than that the grace of God, which was to be the peculiar privilege of the people of Israel, should be communicated to the Gentiles also... 
God forbid that we would ever display such an attitude toward those we know who are in need of the grace of God!  And thank God that the mercy he showed to Jonah is still poured out on those of us who would rather die than to share God’s grace with those who are in need of him!

We’re going to have fun working on this book.  Next week we’ll tackle Chapter 1!
