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Russell H BOWERS, Jr. 

Jonah
The Reluctant 

Missionary 

W
hat Christian can't identify with Jonah? His story captures 
the contrasts of the life of faith. Jonah's actions display his 
human weakness, yet God's activities are so miraculous 

that many readers doubt the story's historicity. Jonah loves God but 
hates people. He serves faithfully in one role but shuns another. He 
believes in God's omnipresence yet tries to run from him. He cel
ebrates the grace God shows him but begrudges it to the Ninevites. 
Surely the speckled character of this prophet--countered by God's 
patience and grace toward him-should encourage our confidence in 
the Bible: the picture it paints of us is all too true. Few whom God 
uses are unblemished saints. 

Jonah prophesied in Israel about the time of Jeroboam II (793-
753 BC). His successful prediction of the restoration oflsrael's bound
aries1 accredited him as a true prophet and qualified him for God's 
call to a new task. Jeroboam II ruled during a period of Assyrian 
weakness between the death of Adadnirari III in 782 and the usurpa
tion of the throne by Tiglathpileser III in 745. This may help explain 

12 Ki 14:25. 
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both Jeroboam's ability to restore Israel's borders, as well as a sense 
of vulnerability within Assyria which helped prompt her repentance 
under Jonah's preaching. 

Chapter One: Jonah Goes From God 

The story of chapter one is simply told. God calls Jonah to 
preach against Nineveh. Jonah flees in the opposite direction. God 
sends a storm that threatens to scuttle his ship. The sailors throw the 
runaway overboard, and the sea calms. 

God's call to preach against Nineveh introduces an important 
theme of the book. Yahweh is not the God oflsrael only, he also cares 
for her pagan neighbors. This truth Jonah fights to the end. Nineveh, 
situated about 800 kilometers northeast of the prophet's hometown of 
Gath Hepher, was one of the main administrative cities of the Assyrian 
Empire. Assyria was noted for its cruelty.2 Jonah, a Galilean patriot, 
had prophesied that his own land would be strengthened, but was dis
pleased that God should seek the welfare of an enemy, particularly 
one so wicked and cruel. One can imagine a similar reluctance many 
Christians today might feel toward a call to minister to the Khmer 
Rouge. They treated our families and neighbors here with the most 
heartless cruelty. Surely God does not wish them well! Surely any 
doom hanging over their heads is well deserved! Surely we should do 
nothing to help them avert it! 

But God cares even for such wicked people, and commissioned 
his prophet to preach to them. Jonah could not agree, and fled in the 
opposite direction. 

20ne king boasted after a successful battle, "The nobles I flayed. 
Three thousand captives I burned with fire. I left not one hostage alive. I cut 
off the hands and feet of some. I cut off the noses, ears, and fingers of others. 
The eyes of numerous soldiers I put out. Maidens I burned as a holocaust." 
Another says-ofhis enemy, "I took him alive in the midst of battle. In Nineveh, 
my capital, I slowly tore off his skin." Such atrocities help us understand 
Nahum's closing words, "Everyone who hears the news about you claps his 
hands at your fall, for who has not felt your endless cruelty?" 
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This leads us to a second theme of the book. Sometimes ev
eryone and everything obeys God except his own people. God hurled3 

a great wind; it obeyed by churning the sea with gusto, and both 
crescendoed and quieted on cue (1:4, 11, 15). God appointed4 a fish, 
a vine, a worm, and a scorching east wind (1: 17; 4:6-8), that swal
lowed, sprang up, gnawed, and blew as directed. When God spoke5 to 
the fish, it vomited its meal (2: 10). When God spoke to the Ninevites 
through Jonah's preaching, they repented. The only one to disobey 
the Lord was his prophet, who ran the other way ( 1 :3) and griped about 
God's grace (4:2-3). 

Pagan people in particular are presented as more pious than 
God's prophet in this story. Jonah seems untroubled as he flees from 
"Yahweh, the God ofheaven, who made the sea and the land"-he is 
sufficiently relaxed to fall into a deep sleep as he does. By contrast, 
the sailors were terrified when they learned from whom he was flee
ing (1: 1 0). They did their best to try to save Jonah from a watery 
grave, and when they at last reluctantly prepared to fling him into the 
waves they implored God's pardon and acknowledged his sovereignty 
(1: 14). When the sea calmed these non-Jews feared Yahweh, offered 
a sacrifice, and vowed vows (1:16). Later, when Nineveh's king heard 
Jonah's warning, he repented and commanded his subjects do the same. 
Although Jonah says that he fears6 "Yahweh, the God of heaven, who 
made the sea and the land," it is the pagan sailors and the Ninevites 
who actually do so. 

3~~. a forceful word. Four of its fourteen occurrences in the He
brew Old Testament occur in Jonah 1 (verses 4, 5, 12, 15). 

"i11~. another relatively uncommon word used four times in Jonah 
(1: 17 [2:1 in Hebrew]; 4:6, 7, 8, translated "provided" in the NIV). The sense 
of "assigning someone a responsibility" may be seen in the word's occur
rences in the book of Daniel (1:5, 10, 11; 2:24; 49; 3:12; 5:26). 

5,~1$. a common word meaning "say" or ''utter," but sometimes with 
the sense of"command." 

6Nj~1 translated "worship" in the NIV, v. 9. 
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This is not the only occasion in scripture when the actions of 
outsiders outshine those of God's people. Judah acknowledged that 
Tamar had acted more righteously than he (Gen 38:26); Abimelech 
scolded Abraham (Gen 20:9); many from east and west will enter the 
kingdom while its subjects are thrown outside (Matt 8: llf). Why is it 
that sometimes those who should know God act worse than those we 
imagine to be ignorant of him? 

So Jonah's rejection of God's love for his enemies and refusal 
to seek their salvation start him on a disastrous downward descent. 
He goes down to Joppa,? down into the ship, down below deck to 
sleep, down in the sea "to the roots of the mountains,"8 and down in 
the belly of the fish. He only starts back up after his repentance in 
chapter two. 

Chapter Two: Jonah Goes To God 

It is amazing how trouble prompts God's people to repent and 
pray. Jonah had thought he could hide from God by going to a far city. 
God has reacted by hiding him more profoundly than he had planned. 
What is more hidden from view than the stomach of a fish swimming 
beneath the waves? Yet from that "hidden" place Jonah goes to God 
in prayer, confident now that even from there God sees and hears him. 
Somehow his theology of omniscience and omnipresence had changed. 
In fleeing to Tarshish the prophet was disobeying God; now he prom
ises, "What I have vowed I will make good" (2:10). 

What prompted these changes of heart and action? Trouble. 
"In my distress I call to Yahweh. . . . From the depths of the grave I 
called for help" (2:2). Trouble caused him to turn. Jonah's situation 
is not unique. David acknowledges, "Before I was afflicted I went 
astray, but now I obey your word."9 Israel's historical pattern has 

7Present-day Jaffa. This was not the port closest to Jonah's town, 
but it was one where long-distance ships anchored. Jonah was preparing to 
flee as far as he could. 

8,'J~ "go down, descend" is used in 1:3 (twice), 5; 2:7. 
9Ps 119:67. 
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been to require distress to drive her to God,10 and it will require the 
distress of the future tribulation period to convince the nation to "look 
on me, the one they have pierced, and ... mourn for him," 11 welcom
ing Jesus as their messiah at last. 

But why wait for trouble? Why not seek and serve the Lord 
when things are going well? Then perhaps he won't have to send us 
the trouble. That's the idea behind 1 Corinthians 11:31-"But ifwe 
judged ourselves, we would not come under judgment." God "does 
not willingly bring affliction or grief to the children of men, "12 only 
what is required to punish us (though not fully) for our sins and tum us 
back to the right path. But why not walk the right path in the first 
place? Why go through all that pain to force us eventually to do what 
we could have freely and more enjoyably done? 

But at least Jonah turned. That is a further example for us. 
When God chastens let us learn the needed lessons and be healed, 
rather than either continue to rebel or lose heart and give up. Jonah 
illustrates the precepts of Hebrews 12:4-13. It is a shame that he 
required the loss of his boat fare and the possessions he had with him 
in the ship-to say nothing of three days lost inside a fish's slimy 
stomach-but at least he learned. 

Some people object to Jonah because they find incredible the 
story of a man's being swallowed by a whale and surviving. The He
brew text does·not specify the species, but uses the word for "fish."13 

Whether it was fish or whale, there have been documented cases in 
modem times where sailors have been swallowed and recovered alive 
by their shipmates after many hours. 

10E.g., Jud 10:9-10. 
11Zech 12: 10; cf. her trouble in v.3. 
12Lam 3:33. 
13.:\''J' twice in 1:17 [Heb 2: 1] and once in 2:10 [Heb 2:11 ]; :1rJ in 2:1 

[Heb 2:2]. The LXX translates with Kfl'toc; ("sea monster, large fish," in
cluding spouting cetacea) in all four places. Matt 12:40 also uses Kfl'toc;. 
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Chapter Three: Jonah Goes For God 

Jonah has wasted time, lost resources, and physically suffered. 
But he has gained nothing. After all his struggles and losses he hears 
the same commission. 14 

Nothing is gained when God's people resist his will. Often he 
simply brings them through deep waters back to the very place they 
first left the path. This was Israel's experience-after the exodus. God 
brought his people to Kadesh-Barnea and instructed them to fight a 
people stronger than they and take their land. The nation failed to 
believe and obey. The result was God's chastening the nation with 
forty years of wandering-they wasted time, lost resources, and physi
cally suffered. At the end they were brought to another entry point but 
given essentially the same command-fight a people stronger than 
they and take their land. Centuries later Israel rejected Jesus as her 
messiah. But God did not change his deepest plans for Jesus or (or 
them because of their unbelief. Israel has lost time, wasted resources, 
and physically suffered over the centuries (and will do so even more 
during the tribulation period). But she will gain nothing through her 
rebellion, but simply be brought through suffering to the place where 
she is again offered the messianic rule of Jesus, but this time finally 
says, "Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord."15 

At his second opportunity Jonah "obeyed the word of Yahweh 
and went" (3:3). Because Jonah apparently preached periodically as 
he penetrated Nineveh, his visit would require three days. Or perhaps 
the time notation includes the city's suburbs. At any rate he proclaimed 
God's message of impending judgment. 

Some people who have survived hours in a fish's stomach 
have emerged with their skin bleached a deathly white or greenish
white by the stomach acids. The victim's hair may fall out. In 763 

14iJ'(~IiJ'(¥ M'J~~ i1?'i1~iJ 1'~iJ mt~-,~ 17 C~j? 1:2; 3:2. 
The identity of the words [iJ'7.¥ in 1:2 is often interchangeable with 
iJ''?.~ in 3:2] is lost in the NIV.translation. 

15Matt 23:37-39. 
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B.C. Assyria had an eclipse of the sun, an event often viewed as omi
nous by superstitious people. As noted earlier, the years 782-745 
B.C. included military decline and threat. 16 A combination of a green, 
hairless stranger predicting doom at a time when the sun had been 
eclipsed and the empire appeared vulnerable may have inclined the 
population to take the prophet's warning seriously. 

But for whatever reason, the city repented. The king decreed 
that even the animals should fast, and that all people should stop their 
wickedness and call on God; It was one of the most comprehensive 
responses in religious history. 

God was pleased. When he saw how they turned he had com
passion on them and waived the threatened punishment. 

Compassion.(Sanskrit, karuna) is central to Buddhism. The 
story of his enlightenment teaches that, after perceiving that existence 
is without substance, Siddhartha filled with compassion for all living 
things as they suffered in ignorance. He resolved to share his newly
discovered wisdom with the world, a pledge which is repeated in the 
vow of the bodhisattva: "However innumerable the sentient beings, I 
vow to save them all." To be enlightened includes having compassion 
on all sentient beings and seeking to bring them together with oneself 
to enlightenment. Wisdom and compassion are inseparable. Because 
of its centrality, compassion in Buddhism parallels love in Christian
ity. 

But, as mentioned above, God is compassionate too. His com
passion moved him to warn the Ninevites through Jonah in the first 
place. When they repented, God's compassion moved him to "not 
bring upon them the destruction he had threatened." God forgave; 
Nineveh was spared; Jonah's prediction failed. 

Chapter Four: Will Jonah Go With God? 

But does God's servant share God's compassion? Does Jonah 
celebrate Nineveh's pardon, or would the patriot prefer to watch the 

16 Assyria struggled during these years against mountain tribes from 
the north, who had encroached to within 150 kilometers of Nineveh. 
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wasting of his foes? Will Jonah retain the nationalistic pride that 
prompted him to run rather than preach, or will he now "go with God" 
and share God's compassion for the lost? 

Verse one gives the answer: "Jonah was greatly displeased 
and became angry." He wanted to die. 

God is not as interested in dealing out death as people in the 
book seem to be in trying to find it. He is "a gracious and compassion
ate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from 
sending calamity."17 He will prove as gracious in turning his prophet 
from death as he was in turning the Ninevites. He will not allow people 
to persist in their rebellion and its judgment without warning. Since 
Jonah does not seem to listen to words, God reverts, as in chapter one, 
to an object lesson. 

Jonah had probably entered Nineveh from the west, traveled 
through it as he preached, and arrived on its eastern edge. Leaving the 
city he sat outside, apparently hoping for its destruction. The episode 
of the vine, the worm, and the east wind riled Jonah for a second time 
to the point of his wishing to die. The withered vine provided the 
illustration by which God could make his point. 

Jonah had been greatly concerned for the vine. He valued it 
and was glad it was there. 18 This was true even though Jonah had 
neither planted nor tended the vine. When it died he grieved. By 
contrast, God had made the inhabitants of Nineveh. These included 
120,000 humans and many cattle, not merely one vine. In the light of 

174:2. In this verse Jonah essentially quotes God's self-description 
given to Moses in Ex 34:6--7 and repeated in such passages as Num 14:18; 
Neh 9:17; Ps 86:15; 103:8; 145:8; and Joel2:13. He is objecting to a central 
attribute of God's character, and forgets that he himself has benefited from 
God's gracious forgiveness. 

18The mean maximum temperature in Mesopotamia's hot season is 
43° C. During a "sirocco" east wind the temperature rises 8-12° C. above the 
average. The heat bakes so much moisture from the air so that one's skin 
feels drawn tight. During sirocco days people tend to be irritable and quick to 
seek shelter. It is easy to see why Jonah valued the vine. 
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these contrasts, can Jonah see how God should be concerned 19 for 
Nineveh, so that its demise would displease him? Will Jonah repent 
of his narrow, hard-hearted sectarianism and actively share God's uni
versal, compassionate concern? 

The book ends with this question. We don't know Jonah's 
response. That is probably good, because in this way the question 
now confronts each reader. What will I do about the lost who face 
God's judgment? Withhold my heart and help in lofty disdain? Or 
share the love and compassion that should arise from grace and en
lightenment, and work to dissuade them from their delusions and de
mise? 

19The same word (O,M pity, look upon with compassion) is used of 
Jonah's concern for the vine and God's for Nineveh. 
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