
God Sends Jonah to Nineveh (1:1-2) - “The Word of the Lord came to Jonah” 
sets the scene for one of the most well known narratives in the Old Testament. As 
the book of Jonah begins the original recipients would have understood that this 
account was and is a narrative of the events that took place when and after the 
prophet Jonah received a special revelation from the Lord. It is interesting that the 
author of Jonah utilized a Hebrew word (wayehi) which indicates an introduction of 
a narrative or story rather than the details of a specific prophecy (Frank Gaebelein; 
Rosemary Nixon). This is one of five such occurrences in Jonah which indicate a 
strategic start or break point in the narrative - 1:1a, 1:4b, 2:1b, 3:1a (M. Scott 
Bashoor). This same indication of a narrative prophecy is found in Ezekiel 1:1; 
Joshua 1:1; Judges 1:1; Ruth 1:1; 1 Samuel 1:1; and Esther 1:1, all books which 
present an historical narrative. In other words, Jonah is a retelling of a great story of 
salvation not a detailed accounting of every word God spoke to Jonah or every 
word Jonah proclaimed to the people of Nineveh. Jonah was a prophet of the Lord 
who, like other Old Testament prophets, received revelation or words from the 
Lord. In other situations God spoke to His prophets through various visions, 
dreams, and manifestations such as the burning bush and Baalam’s donkey. 

However, though the method of how Jonah received this revelation is not revealed, the purpose of this 
Word from the Lord was and is crystal clear; God was commissioning Jonah to a mission of mercy to the 
Gentiles. 

The events of Jonah took place approximately 800 years before the birth of Jesus. Jonah was a prophet to 
the northern tribes of Israel and served during the prosperous reign of Jeroboam II (793-758 B.C.). 
Though Israel was experiencing prosperity, expanded and secure borders, and peace, it was also a time of 
great wickedness led by an ungodly king and characterized by great spiritual darkness (cf. 2 Kings 
14:23-29). Idolatry, immorality, injustice, perverted ethical and moral views, dead religion and empty 
rituals were common and the Jewish people were comfortable with where they were and with what they 
had as God’s chosen people. God had demonstrated His faithfulness to and provision for Israel by 
providing blessings and security to the people despite their disregard for Him. 

Jonah (“dove”) was the son of Amittai (“truthful” or “faithful”) and was 
from the town of Gath-Hepher in Galilee near Nazareth. In the Jewish 
mind the dove was almost certainly reminiscent of Noah’s flood. Before 
Noah and his family could leave the ark they first had to find dry land. 
Noah sent two birds out as scouts to see if the floodwaters had 
receded enough to expose land that was suitable for Noah, his family, 
and the animals to exit and begin their post-flood lives. A raven and a 
dove were sent out by Noah and the dove returned with an olive 
branch in her beak signifying that there was dry land (Genesis 8:11). 
Since that time the olive branch was and is understood to signify peace 
and the dove as a messenger of peace. Additionally, the dove is a 
symbol of the Holy Spirit. Though long after the days of Jonah, the Holy 
Spirit appeared in the form of a dove at the baptism of Jesus (Matthew 
3:16; Mark 1:10; Luke 3:22; John 1:32) perhaps identifying Jesus as the promised Messiah who would 
bring peace between God and man. With this in mind, it seems likely that Jonah, the son of Amittai, would 
have been viewed as a messenger from God to Nineveh with an offering of peace and truth. 
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“Arise, go to Nineveh” —  Nineveh was a great city in many ways 
and for many reasons. Founded by Nimrod centuries earlier 
(Genesis 10:8-12), Nineveh was a major city of the Assyrian Empire. 
Approximately a century before, during the reign of Shalmaneser 
III (859-824 B.C.), the Assyrian Empire was more powerful and its 
territory more vast than during Jonah’s lifetime. During the future 
reign of Tiglath-pileser III (745-727 B.C.), the current smaller and 
weaker Assyrian Empire would once again regain its strength and 
expanded territory and Nineveh would later be designated as the 
capital city during the reign of Sennacherib (705-681 B.C. - cf. 2 
Kings 19:36; Isaiah 37:37). Nineveh was located on the east bank 

of the Tigris River in northeastern Mesopotamia (modern day Iraq — the modern city of Mosul is located at 
the ruins of Nineveh) and was centrally located on a great highway which provided a connection between 
the Mediterranean Sea, Arabian Sea, and the Indian Ocean (linking the waterways and trade routes of the 
East and the West). Being located on such a central and significant trade route, wealth flowed into Nineveh 
from many sources, making it one of, if not, the greatest of all ancient 
cities. The impressive size of the city of Nineveh has been verified 
through archaeology and by historians. One website writes, “From the 
ruins it has been established that the perimeter of the great Assyrian 
city wall was about 7.5 miles (12 km) long and in places up to 148 feet 
(45 metres) wide; there was also a great unfinished outer rampart, 
protected by a moat, and the Khawṣar River flowed through the centre 
of the city to join the Tigris on the western side of it” (Britannica.com). 
The size and circumference of the city’s walls would easily explain the 
need for Jonah to travel three days around and through it (cf. 3:3). 

God was fully aware of the wickedness of Nineveh and His patience was running out. God’s word to Jonah 
was a call to action which demanded immediate obedience. This was a most unusual call as God was 
sending His Jewish prophet to a Gentile city with a message of impending judgment and gracious 
salvation. On most occasions when the prophets of God were given a message of condemnation for the 
Gentiles, the message was proclaimed from Israel or Judah. Nineveh’s wickedness was one example of the 
wickedness of the nation of Assyria as a whole. Assyria’s wickedness and ruthlessness was well known. and 
seen through the actions of Rabshakeh (Sennacherib’s spokesman) who blasphemed the God of Israel (2 
Kings 18), “Ashurbanipal, the grandson of Sennacherib, (who) was accustomed to tear off the lips and 
hands of his victims. Tiglath-pileser flayed captives alive and made great piles of their skulls” (Frank 
Gaebelien). The ruthlessness and wickedness of Assyria was so great some have described Assyria as “the 
Nazi-stormtroopers of the ancient world” (Hayyim Lewis). 

Approximately a century later, Nahum prophesied the destruction of wicked Nineveh. While the prophecy 
of Nahum foretold the destruction of Nineveh, the Word of the Lord to Jonah was to “arise, go to Nineveh” 
with a message of warning and salvation. However, in this situation, God sent Jonah to cry against Nineveh 
with a warning of coming judgment and a call to repent. To “cry against it” could also be interpreted as 
“cry unto it” or “proclaim or preach” (as in 3:2). Jonah’s commission from God was to go up to Nineveh 
and preach to the wicked inhabitants that they should repent from their sins and call upon God for mercy. 
This was and is a reminder that in God’s sovereign plan of salvation the good news of His mercy and grace 
was to go forth from His people Israel to the ends of the earth and the Gentile nations (Psalm 22:27; 
Galatians 3:8). 
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“The Assyrians were the Nazi-stormtroopers of the ancient world. They were the pitiless power-crazed foe.         
They showed no quarter in battle, uprooting entire peoples in their fury for conquest. They extinguished the 

Northern Kingdom of Israel…for Jonah, Nineveh, then, was no ordinary city; it carried doom-laden,                    
tragic memories, it stood as a symbol of evil incarnate” 

Hayyim Lewis



Jonah Flees from God to Tarshish (1:3) - The Word of the LORD was both confusing and crystal clear and 
Jonah had a difficult decision to make. Obey the Lord by going into enemy territory, proclaiming, face to 
face, a message of imminent condemnation, and calling the Ninevites to repentance — or — disobey the 
Lord and head west as far as he could imagine. Jonah chose to make a rash decision and follow his heart 
rather than his direct orders from God. From a human perspective, it may not seem all that rash to ignore 
God’s call. After all, Nineveh was wicked. Assyria was an enemy of Israel and of God. No other prophet had 
ever been commissioned with such a task. But Jonah’s decision to run from God did not stem from a 
misunderstanding or because his call was so different from those before him. Jonah’s refusal to obey God 
was rooted in Jonah’s knowledge of the sovereignty and attributes of God (cf. 4:2).  

The first two words of verse three is a commentary on the heart of 
Jonah. "But Jonah” presents a contrasting will and rebellious act; 
God said “Go”, Jonah said “No”. Nineveh was northeast of Gath-
Hepher so as Jonah was called he would “go up” to Nineveh. 
However, in Jonah’s disobedience he traveled “down” to the 
seaport of Joppa (modern day Jaffa). The distance between 
Nineveh and Joppa is estimated to be between 500 and 600 
miles. Jonah fled southwest to Joppa with the intent of traveling 
even further west revealing just how opposed he was to God’s 
sovereign call of salvation for Nineveh. Tarshish, located in Spain, 
is approximately 2,500 miles west of Joppa across the 
Mediterranean Sea. If 1 Kings 10:22 refers to a round trip voyage 
to Tarshish and back, the journey would take three years. Clearly 
the idea in Jonah’s mind was to get as far from God as possible 
(notice that Jonah did not flee from Nineveh but fled from the 
“presence of the LORD”). Perhaps another reason Jonah wanted to 
go to Tarshish was to get as far from the temple as possible (which 
signified the glory and presence of God). Those who are engaged 
in and refusing to repent of their sin (like Jonah who refused to 
follow the will of God) do not want to remain in the presence of 
God. They want separation, they want isolation, they want to 
escape or hide from God. However, there is no place on earth 
where man can hide himself or his sin from the eyes and presence of God (cf. Psalm 139:7-10).  

Determined to flee from God, Jonah paid his fare and set sail for Tarshish. 
Whether Jonah paid for his individual passage or hired out the entire ship 
is unknown. But considering the rash and extreme actions of Jonah, it is 
not unreasonable to imagine Jonah paying for a private ship and direct 
passage to Tarshish. The ship that Jonah boarded was likely (or similar to) 
a Phoenician or Philistine ship. A merchant ship capable of making such a 
journey would have been on average seventy-five feet long and twenty 
feet wide requiring a crew of as many as twenty sailors. The average 
sailing speed and distance for these ships was fifty nautical miles and two 
to three knots. To sail directly across from Joppa to Tarshish would be very 
unlikely as sailors would usually stay in sight of land for safety and supply 
purposes. With these things in mind, it is easy to imagine such a voyage 
taking several months to complete. Jonah’s hatred for the people of 
Nineveh and Assyria and his opposition to the sovereign and gracious will 
of God led him to flee to a place where he believed he could flee from the 
presence of the LORD. However, Jonah, and those who were with him, 
would soon learn that there is no fleeing from the presence of a 
sovereign, omniscient, omnipresent, and omnipotent God.
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“Cooperating with God in the salvation of his own people was a privilege; 
cooperating with God in the salvation of his people’s enemies was anathema. 
This call, and the prophet’s response to it, is at the heart of the way Jonah is 

remembered” — Rosemary Nixon
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