
An Overview of the Book of Jonah - When thinking about Old Testament books 
and stories it is safe to say that Genesis, Daniel, and Jonah come to mind. These 
books contain numerous stories that are the foundation for many Sunday School 
lessons and crafts. Unfortunately, many view these books and events as offering 
moral lessons, examples of spiritual symbolism, or as fantasy rather than as factual 
events that have much more significance than catchy children’s songs and fun 
activity pages. As we begin our study of Jonah we must start with the 
presupposition that everything contained in Jonah, people, events, and miracles, 
actually took place (unless the context it clear that a symbolic meaning is to be 
understood). Remembering the words of the Apostle Paul in 2 Timothy 3:16-17 
(“All Scripture is inspired and profitable”) and the words of the Apostle Peter in 2 
Peter 1:20-21 (that Scripture is the act of the “Holy Spirit spoke from God”) are 
essential to understanding that Scripture itself establishes the reasons Christians 
should read and understand the book of Jonah as not only historically accurate 
and true but of great importance and application. Although Jonah is a short book 
(four chapters and forty-eight verses), it is very clear and incredibly powerful in the 
messages it presents. While studying Jonah we will learn that these forty-eight 

verses are filled with great theological truths about God’s greatness, power, compassion, and sovereignty. 
While the most notable event in Jonah is his time in the belly of the great fish, we will see that to focus on 
or debate about the kind and size of the fish, and the possibility of Jonah surviving such an ordeal, misses 
the more important issues of the compassion and sovereignty of God.  

The Historicity of the Book of Jonah - As with many other sections of Scripture, there are those who view 
the events in the book of Jonah as fictional non-factual. The critics of Jonah come not only from outside of 
Christianity but also within as some professing Christians deny the historicity of Jonah and view the events 
as a parable (similar to the parable Jesus taught during His earthly ministry) that contains lessons to be 
learned but not to be accepted as actual people or events. Some of the events / facts found in the book of 
Jonah that are difficult for many to accept as true are: a storm immediately calming when Jonah is cast 
overboard, a great fish swallowing Jonah and Jonah surviving the ordeal with minor to no negative effects, 
the described size of the city of Nineveh versus some archaeological finds, the incredibly rapid growth of 
the gourd plant, and the repentance of the entire population of Nineveh. 

Those who embrace the book of Jonah as literal, true, and historically accurate point back to Scripture as 
their foundation and authority. Scripture speaks of Jonah as a real person (cf. 2 Kings 14:25) who has a 
family (Son of Amittai) and city of birth (Gath-Hepher). Believing in the literal fulfillment of the “impossible” 
events of Jonah can easily be attributed to the omnipotence of a sovereign God. The fact that God spoke 
creation into existence (cf. Genesis 1) and Jesus’ demonstrations of power over nature (cf. Luke 8:22-25) 
make the “unbelievable and impossible” events of Jonah look like child’s play. Evidence for the historicity 
and accuracy of Jonah are not only proven within the pages of Scripture but also through science and 
archaeology. The fossil record presents visible evidence of large sea animals that could easily swallow a 
human whole. The castor plant is known to grow almost overnight and has a very sensitive stalk. Some 
archaeological finds have demonstrated that Nineveh had both inner and outer walls that would present 
two different sizes of the city. But perhaps the best evidence comes from Jesus Himself in the New 
Testament when He speaks of the existence of the city of Nineveh and of Jonah as a preacher and prophet  
to Nineveh (cf. Matthew 12:39, 41; 16:4; Luke 11:29, 32). 
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The Book of Jonah: Lessons on the Sovereignty and 
Salvation of God — Introduction

“If we exclude the miraculous from our Bibles, how much of it do we have left? And more important, 
what kind of God do we have left?” - Charles Feinberg



Author, Date, and Setting of the Book of Jonah 

• Author - Unlike other books of the Bible, there are no formal direct 
statements concerning the author’s identity. Those who believe 
that Jonah was not the author point to the fact that the third 
person is used throughout the book. Additionally, the practice of 
employing an amanuensis was no uncommon. However, the use 
of the third person found elsewhere in the Old Testament (cf. 
Exodus 11:3 and 1 Samuel 12:11) and the appearance of detailed 
autobiographical information adds weight to the position that 
Jonah was likely the author (Jonah is said to be the son of Amittai, 
from the city of Gath-Hepher, in Galilee north of Nazareth, and prophet to the northern tribes). 

• Date - Jonah served during the reign of King Jeroboam II (793-758 B.C.). Under Jeroboam the 
northern tribes of Israel experienced prosperity, successful military campaigns, and expansion of 
boundaries. However, Jeroboam II (and the people) “did evil in the sight of the Lord” (cf. 2 Kings 
14:23-27). 

• Setting - Assuming Jonah was in Gath-Hepher when he was commissioned to go to Nineveh, he 
traveled southwest to Joppa with the intention of sailing approximately 2500 miles west to Tarshish. 
After being cast into the raging sea and swallowed and vomited up by the great fish, Jonah makes his 
way northeast to Nineveh where he reluctantly preaches a message of repentance. Nineveh, the capital 
city of Assyria, was located on the east bank of the Tigris River. The city of Nineveh was founded by 
Nimrod (cf. Genesis 10) and the nation of Assyria was a consistent thorn in the flesh of Israel. The 
Assyrians were known for their paganism and cruelty. Between 740 and 701 B.C. Assyria would begin a 
conquest against the northern tribes of Israel which would include invasion, forced tribute, sieges, and 
the introduction of non-Jewish settlers (which would lead to intermarriage between Jews and Gentiles 
— the result being Samaritans). Understanding the history of Israel and Assyria helps to understand the 
opposition Jonah had to God’s call to preach the message of salvation to Nineveh. 

Themes in the Book of Jonah  

• The Will of God - In the book of Jonah, the will of God is declared, on display, and resisted but 
ultimately accomplished. God says “Go" and Jonah says “No”. God says “East" and Jonah says “West”. 
God makes decisions and Jonah questions and defies God's decisions. However, in the end, God’s 
sovereign will prevails (1:3; 2:10-3:1-3). 

• The Power of God - The power of God is on full display throughout Jonah and is seen in the many 
miracles performed by God: “the Lord sent out a great wind on the sea” (1:4), “the lot fell on Jonah” 
(1:7), “the sea ceased from its raging” (1:15), “the Lord had prepared a great fish” (1:17), “to swallow 
Jonah” (1:17), “the Lord spoke to the fish…it vomited Jonah  onto dry land” (2:10), “God saw their 
works…they turned from their evil way” (3:10), “the Lord God prepared a plant” (4:6), “God prepared a 
worm” (4:7), “God prepared a vehement east wind” (4:8). Throughout the book there is a clear 
testimony that God is omnipotent and exercises His power over all aspects of His creation. 
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• The Prayers to God - Though God and His will are opposed, resisted, and questioned, there are four 
sections which record prayers to God by both Gentiles and Jonah. During the storm the Gentile sailors 
cry out to God in earnest prayer for salvation (1:14). While in the belly of the great fish, Jonah prays to 
God with thanksgiving, commitment, and acknowledgement (2:1-10). After the repentance of Nineveh, 
Jonah prays to God but the nature of his prayer is a complaint against God (4:2-6). Once again in 
chapter four Jonah prays to God but this time for his own death as his complaints against God reach a 
new selfish height (4:8). 

• The Compassion of God - In response to prayer God responds with compassion and deliverance. The 
Gentile sailors called upon God for compassion (1:14) and were delivered. (1:14). The city of Nineveh 
repented and God compassionately relented and withheld His judgment (3:8-9). Jonah, during his 
complaint about God, focused on the the compassion of God as being the reason for his unwillingness 
to go to Nineveh with the message of salvation (4:2). 

• The Salvation of God - From the earliest pages of Scripture it was revealed that God’s sovereign plan 
for salvation was that the Messiah would come from the nation of Israel and that the message of 
salvation would be entrusted to the Jewish people. One of the responsibilities and privileges of the 
nation of Israel was to proclaim, to both Jewish and Gentile sinners, that salvation was available 
through God’s promised and provided Messiah (cf. Genesis 12:1-3; Isaiah 42:6; Luke 2:32; Acts 13:47). 
Jonah was a Jewish prophet who was sent to the Gentile people of Nineveh (Assyria) with the message 
of salvation (1:2; 3:1-2). Despite Jonah’s resistance and opposition to God’s will, God poured out His 
mercy and deliverance to both Jews (Jonah) and Gentiles (sailors and citizens of Nineveh) (1:15; 3:10). 

• The Sovereignty of God - Of all the themes in the book of Jonah, one stands above all others; the 
sovereignty of God. The sovereignty of God is demonstrated in his commissions, intervention, 
provision, preservation, deliverance, salvation, and prerogative. God is at work and accomplishes all 
He desires and declares despite human efforts to thwart His plan (4:4, 9-11). 
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Outline of the Book of Jonah  

1. God’s Sovereign Commission of Jonah (1:1-16) 

A. God Sends Jonah to Nineveh (1:1-2) 

B. Jonah Flees to Tarshish (1:3) 

C. God Deals with Jonah (1:4-15) 

D. God Delivers the Sailors (1:16) 

2. God’s Sovereign Preservation of Jonah (1:17-2:10) 

A. God’s Powerful Preservation of Jonah (1:17) 

B. Jonah’s Penitent Prayer to God (2:1-10) 

3. God's Sovereign Recommission of Jonah (3:1-4) 

A. God Sends Jonah to Nineveh (3:1-2) 

B. Jonah Preaches to Nineveh (3:3-4) 

4. God’s Sovereign Preservation of Nineveh (3:5-10) 

A. Nineveh Calls Out to God (3:5-9) 

B. God Preserves Nineveh (3:10) 

5. God’s Sovereign Prerogative Questioned by Jonah (4:1-11) 

A. Jonah Voices His Sinful Perspective (4:1-6) 

B. God Voices His Sovereign Prerogative (4:7-11)
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