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Message #1                          Joshua 19:10, 13; 

      II Kings 14:23-25 

One of the greatest tragedies in all of the Word of God and in most churches that esteem the 

Word of God is that most people actually believe that the primary point of Jonah is a story about 

a   fish  .  Ask most people about Jonah and most believe they know the book because they know 

about the fish.  It is true that one feature of the book of Jonah is a fish, but that is only one very 

incidental part of a remarkable prophetic book of God. 

 

G. Campbell Morgan, the famed British Congregational Bible expositor, once observed, “The 

incidentals in the book of Jonah are the fish, the gourd, the east wind, the boat and even the city 

of Ninevah.  The essentials here are Jehovah and Jonah–God and man–that is what the book is all 

about.” 

 

J. Vernon McGee, the famed Thru the Bible radio minister, pointedly stated–“This book is not 

even about a fish, although the fish does become very important.  The chief difficulty is in 

keeping a correct perspective.  The fish is merely window dressing and cake trimming.  In the 

story of Jonah, the fish is among the props and does not occupy the star’s dressing room” 

(J. Vernon McGee, Thru the Bible, Vol. 3, p. 739). 

 

It is a tragedy that this great prophetic book is thought by many to have its primary focus on a 

fish; in fact, many say a whale–which does not even show up in the Hebrew text.  The story of 

Jonah is far more significant than the story of a fish–it is a powerful story about God.  C. Hassell 

Bullock, a professor of Biblical Studies at Wheaton, said–“The real hero of the story is the Lord  

God.  He dominates the action in the narrative…” (C. Hassell Bullock, An Introduction to the 

Old Testament Prophetic Books, p. 53). 

 

The story of Jonah is the story of the Lord God of the Bible.  It is the story of a Jewish prophet, 

of the nation Israel, of Gentile evangelism, of the Church Age, of the Tribulation and of Jesus 

Christ.  Jonah gives us a remarkable glimpse of blatant rebellion and of God’s grace.  The story  

of Jonah is one inspired by God, interesting to study and important for doctrine.  God is clearly 

the “principal person” of this book.  God is the one calling the shots.  He has the first word  

(1:1-2) and He has the last word (4:11).  He controls the wind (1:4; 4:8), the waves (1:4), the  

fish (2:10), the plants (4:6) and the worm (4:7).  God can send judgment and He can cancel 

judgment (3:4, 10).  Jonah is not the story of a fish; it is a story about God! 

 

QUESTION #1 – What is the book of Jonah? 

 

Jonah is a book of the   Bible  .  It is a book that is found in the   Old   Testament.  In the chrono-

logical listing of O.T. books, beginning with Genesis and ending with Malachi, Jonah is book 

number   32   of the 39 O.T. books. 

 

Jonah holds the classification of being a   minor   prophet.  From the years 250-150 B.C., the 

Hebrew Scriptures were translated into Greek at Alexandria, Egypt.   
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This famous translation, known as the Septuagint, introduced an arrangement of the O.T. books 

according to subject matter.  In this breakdown, five O.T. books were classified as the Law 

(Genesis-Deuteronomy), twelve O.T. books were classified as history (Joshua-Esther), five O.T. 

books were classified as poetry (Job-Song of Solomon) and 17 O.T. books were classified as 

prophets (Isaiah-Malachi). 

 

A subdivision of the 17 O.T. books, known as the prophets, was made according to the length  

of the book.  The prophet books that were relatively long were called major prophets (Isaiah-

Daniel) and the prophets that were relatively short were called minor prophets (Hosea-Malachi).  

Being classified as a major or minor prophet had nothing to do with the importance of the 

information, but had to do with the   amount   of information.  All books, classified as prophets, 

were equally inspired by God and equally important to man. 

 

Of all the books known as prophets, Jonah is number ten of the 17.  Of the books classified as 

minor prophets, Jonah is number five of the 12. 

 

QUESTION #2 – How do we know that Jonah is a book that really belongs in the Bible? 

 

There is really not much debate concerning the reliability of the text of Jonah.  It is clear from 

the apocryphal writing Ecclesiasticus 49:10 that Ben Sira, somewhere around the year 190 B.C., 

clearly knew that Jonah was a critical book of the Old Testament and was a key part of the  

12 books known as minor prophets.  Dr. H.L. Ellison writes, “There is no rabbinic tradition 

that its canonicity was ever challenged” (Expositors Bible Commentary, Vol. 7, p. 364). 

 

Jonah is part of the famous set of manuscripts known as the Dead Sea Scrolls.  In the Qumran 

Caves, the book of Jonah was found in Cave 4 (out of 11), known as the Partridge Cave.  It was 

discovered in September of 1952. 

 

The Jonah manuscript was found in book form, pages bound together like a book.  The technical 

term for manuscripts found in book form is codex.  Jonah is part of the famed Cairo collection of 

manuscripts.  The Hebrew text of Jonah was copied and vowel-pointed in A.D. 895 by Moses 

ben Asher.  It is part of the group of manuscripts called “Codex Cairensis” symbolized in the 

Hebrew manuscripts by the letter “C.” 

 

Dr. Leslie Allen, a professor of Old Testament language and exegesis, sums this matter up by 

simply saying–“The Hebrew text has been exceedingly well preserved” (Leslie C. Allen, 

Joel, Obadiah, Jonah & Micah, p. 191). 

 

There is no doubt that Jonah is one of only 66 books inspired by the living God.  It is in His 

Word, it belongs in His Word and God expects us to study it and understand it.   
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QUESTION #3 – Who was Jonah? 

 

By biblical classification, Jonah was a Jewish servant of God and a Jewish prophet of God 

(II Kings 14:25).  The Hebrew word for servant was used in the O.T. to describe one who was  

a slave of God–that is one who worshipped God and was an ambassador or minister for God 

(Gesenius, Hebrew Lexicon, p. 599).  A prophet was one who had the responsibility to 

accurately proclaim God’s Word (i.e. Ex. 7:1-2).  Contrary to popular opinion, an O.T. prophet 

was not one whose primary ministry was foretelling the future, but it was forth-telling God’s 

Word.  There is no doubt that part of the prophet’s message could include prediction, but the 

main function was   proclamation  . 

 

Jonah, then, was a minister of God who had the specific responsibility of proclaiming God’s 

Word, whenever it was revealed to him, to whomever God wanted.  The prophet was the  

Divinely authorized spokesman of God’s Word and Jonah was one such man.  Jonah is only  

one of five O.T. prophets, whose ministry was specifically referred to by Jesus Christ  

(Mt. 12:41; Lk. 11:32).  The other four were Elijah (Mt. 17:11-12), Elisha (Lk. 4:27),  

Isaiah (Mt. 15:7) and Daniel (24:15). 

 

Jonah, whose name literally means “dove,” was the son of Amittai (Jonah 1:1).  Jonah was from 

the city of Gath-hepher (II Kings 14:25).  Gath-hepher was a Jewish city given to the tribe of 

Zebulun, in the distribution of the land under   Joshua   (Joshua 19:10, 13).  Jonah, then, was of 

the tribe of   Zebulun  .  Jonah’s hometown of Gath-hepher was located in northern Palestine.  It 

was located about 15 miles west of the Sea of Galilee, about 65 miles to the north of Jerusalem, 

about 

25 miles to the east of the Mediterranean Sea and approximately 500-600 miles to the southwest 

of Nineveh. 

 

Jonah was somewhat of a hero to the northern tribes of Israel because he was the prophet who 

had specifically predicted that the LORD would restore Israel’s boundaries under Jeroboam II, 

who was an evil king of Israel.  His prediction had come true (II Kings 14:23-25) and therefore, 

he was an honored prophet of God to the tribes of the north. 

 

Because of the fact that Jonah was from Gath-hepher and because he prophesied of the military 

and material successes that Israel would have, he is considered to be a specific prophet of the 

northern kingdom.  But when we search the book of Jonah, we discover something very 

important–Jonah classified himself as a Hebrew (1:9), he feared and worshipped God as Jehovah 

1:9) and he was a prophet who knew the importance of worshipping God in His temple (2:4). 

Jonah was a man who knew much of the Word of God.  It is very evident that he memorized 

passages of Scripture, for in his prayer in chapter two, he cites several Psalms (at least 20 times): 

1) Jonah 2:2a-Ps. 3:4; 120:1; 2) Jonah 2:2b/Ps. 18:4-5; 30:3; 3) Jonah 2:3a/Ps. 88:6-7; 4) Jonah 

2:3b/Ps. 42:7; 5) Jonah 2:4a/Ps. 31:22; 6) Jonah 2:4b/Ps. 5:7; 7) Jonah 2:5a/Ps. 69:1-2;  

8) Jonah 2:6b/Ps. 49:15; 56:13; 103:4; 9) Jonah 2:7a/Ps. 107:5; 142:3; 10) Jonah 2:8a/Ps. 31:6; 

11) Jonah 2:9a/Ps. 50:14; 69:30; 107:22; 12) Jonah 2:9c/Ps. 3:8; 37:39. 
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Jonah was a man of God who knew the Word of God and he knew the will of God.  He was 

sound in his theology about God (4:2).  In fact, Dr. John Kohlenberger said, “Jonah’s attitude 

reminds me of so many (for the most part) Christians whose theology is clear as ice and twice  

as cold” (Jonah & Nahum, p. 21). 

 

Jonah’s problem was not that he wasn’t a true servant or a sanctioned prophet.  Jonah’s problem 

was not that he did not know the Word of God or the will of God.  His problem was a covenantal 

tunnel-vision that only wanted God’s grace to extend to the people of Israel.  He could not accept 

the reality that, in the O.T. dispensation, God’s grace could include the Gentiles, especially  

Gentiles from   Nineveh  .   

 

QUESTION #4 – What is the historical background of the book of Jonah? 

 

When Jonah was specifically singled out by God to go to Nineveh, Nineveh was the capital of 

  Assyria  , the central power that was dominating Israel and the world.  According to II Kings 

14:23-25, Jonah had successfully prophesied that Jeroboam II, Israel’s evil king, would be able 

to take back some of the land that the Assyrian’s controlled.  God used Assyria as a punishment 

against Israel because of her refusal to repent (i.e. Hos. 11:5).  Jonah obviously did not want to 

be used to bring Israel’s enemy into further favor with God, for he “feared he would be used to 

help the enemy that would later destroy his own nation” (John Hannah, Jonah, p. 1462). 

 

Jonah’s famous prediction in II Kings was a breath of fresh air to the nation Israel.  The ten 

tribes, under Jeroboam were about halfway into their revolt against Judah and Benjamin.  Things 

were very “bitter” for Israel (II Kings 14:26) and Jonah’s prediction brought a positive statement  

to Israel–namely God still cared and could still give her the Promised Land.  This is pure grace– 

for Israel was in total rebellion and deserved judgment. 

 

For Jonah to go to the capital of Assyria, Nineveh, and preach God’s message of coming 

judgment (3:4) would be, at this very critical time, seemingly the worst possible thing a Jewish 

prophet could do.  Jonah was much more interested in the welfare of his own people than in the 

welfare of his people’s enemies.  Truth is Jonah wanted God’s judgment to come against the 

Assyrians, because he wanted Israel to have her land. 

 

QUESTION #5 – When was Jonah written? 

 

Although the specific date of writing is unknown, we may come to a safe and solid perspective 

of the approximate date of the writing of Jonah.  Three key historical facts help us greatly in 

determining the date: 

 

Fact #1 – We know that Jonah lived and prophesied either shortly   before   or   during   the reign  

                     of Jeroboam II.  II Kings 14:25 

 

Jeroboam II reigned over Israel from 793-753 B.C., a total of 41 years.  He reigned with his 

father Jehoash from 793 to 782 B.C.   
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The 15
th
 year of Amaziah marked the beginning of Jeroboam’s sole reign (782 B.C.).  His total 

reign was 41 years, from 793-753 B.C. (II Kings 14:23). 

 

Dr. H.L. Ellison, in referring to the events of II Kings in which Israel took back some of the land 

under Jeroboam II, writes: “This makes it virtually certain that we should place the story of the 

book in the period of Assyrian weakness between…782 B.C.-745 B.C.” (Expositors Bible 

Commentary, Vol. 7, p. 361). 

 

Fact #2 – We know that Jonah lived as a   contemporary   of both of the O.T. prophets Hosea  

                     (Hos. 1:1) and Amos (Amos 1:1). 

 

Both of these prophets also lived and prophesied during the days of Jeroboam II.  Hosea, based 

upon the chronology of things described in the book, is said to have begun his public ministry 

somewhere around 748 B.C.  Amos is said to have begun his ministry two years before the 

earthquake (Amos 1:1).  Scholars are varied as to the precise date of this earthquake, but dating 

Amos’ prophetic ministry around the year 760 B.C. is what most conclude.  This then gives us a 

general time frame for Jonah. 

 

Fact #3 – We know that Jonah lived when   Nineveh   was a great and powerful city.  

                     Jonah 1:2; 3:2; 4:11 

 

What we know from history is that Nineveh was completely obliterated in August 612 B.C.  The 

prophet Nahum clearly predicted this obliteration (Nahum 1:1, 14; 2:8-10). 

 

Dr. Merrill Unger described what happened to Nineveh–“In 612 B.C., the ancient splendid city 

and capital of the Assyrian Empire was so completely obliterated…that it became like a myth 

until its discovery by Sir Austen Layard and others in the nineteenth century.  …An alliance of 

Medes, Babylonians, and Scythians destroyed Nineveh in August 612 B.C., after a two-month 

siege” (Merrill F. Unger, The New Unger’s Bible Dictionary, pp. 924-925). 

 

It is very evident that the book of Jonah was written before this happened to Nineveh, because 

the book ends with Jonah mad at God because he didn’t destroy it. 

 

Based upon all of these biblical facts, it is safe to conclude that this book was written somewhere 

near the date of   760 B.C.  , give or take a few years. 

 

John Kohlenberger, who has written a fine commentary on Jonah, writes–“Conservatives, then, 

have traditionally dated Jonah around 760 B.C., immediately preceding Amos and Hosea” 

(John R. Kohlenberger, Jonah and Nahum, p. 17). 

 

QUESTION #6 – Who actually wrote Jonah? 

 

There really cannot be much doubt that this book was written by   Jonah  , himself.  There are 

things in this book that only Jonah would have known.   
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As Dr. Ellison said, “Unless the historicity of the book is denied, the information in the book 

clearly must have come from Jonah himself” (p. 362). 

 

There are some who deny that Jonah was the author based upon the fact that the writer uses the 

third person pronoun “he” rather than the first person pronoun “I” (1:3, 5, 9, 12; 3:4; 4:1, 5, 8-9).  

However, this may be easily explained in one of two ways: 

 

1) Jonah may have used an amanuensis–a secretary to write the story down. 

 

This was not an uncommon practice in the O.T. or the N.T.  We know that Moses used Aaron to 

help him, we know that Paul used Luke to help him.  It is possible Jonah used a secretary to help 

him. 

 

2) O. T. prophets often wrote in the third person.  It was true of the prophet Isaiah (Is. 37:21; 

38:1; 39:3-5; and it was also true of the prophet Daniel (Dan. 1:1-7:1). 

 

Truth is there are times when the first person pronoun is used in Jonah–2:2, 4, 6, 7, 9. 

 

We certainly are on very safe ground when we conclude the book of Jonah was written by the 

prophet Jonah. 

 

QUESTION #7 – What is the purpose of the book of Jonah? 

 

We must realize that Jonah is a book designed to send a message to Israel.  The story of Jonah is 

a story specifically addressed to the nation Israel and is designed to add something to the other 

books already given to her.  There are certain key features that are easily recognized in the book 

that help us form an accurate purpose statement: 

 

1) There is a clear statement to Israel in this book that God’s plan includes Gentiles. 

 

2) There is a clear statement to Israel in this book that God is sovereign over everything– 

       animate and inanimate. 

 

3) There is a clear statement to Israel in this book that God expects His people to warn of His  

       coming judgment. 

 

4) There is a clear statement to Israel in this book that God will cause many stormy things to 

       happen to His people who run from His will. 

 

If we combine these facts, we cannot be far from a true theme if we suggest that the book of 

Jonah is given for this purpose: God is sovereign over everything and everyone and His national 

program for Israel includes Gentiles, and if His people do not warn Gentiles of His coming 

judgment, things for His people will be very stormy. 
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QUESTION #8 – What are the practical lessons we may learn from Jonah? 

 

1) God’s assignment to us may be to take His Word to even our worst enemies. 

 

2) It is our responsibility to warn people of future judgment. 

 

3) Our lives will be stormy when we are not obeying the Word or will of God. 

 

4) God can and will use storms to bring us to a point where we will do His will. 

 

5) God is gracious to forgive us and use us even when we have been in blatant rebellion. 


