
Session 2: Jonah - the  prophet who got angry with God

Of all the "minor" prophets, the story of Jonah is the most well-known. We know about
Jonah trying to get away from God, and we know the story of the whale, even if we may
sometimes find it hard to swallow. But actually the real point of Jonah's ministry is found
after he is spewed out of the whale, and the message he brings to the people of Nineveh.
We'll be studying his message in a while, but first let's put his ministry into context. 

Last time we heard how the first king of the Northern kingdom of Israel, called Jeroboam
son of Nebat, set up calf idols in the cities of Dan and Beersheba for his people to worship.
He wanted to offer an alternative to the temple worship in the Southern kingdom of Judah.
And, sadly, these calf idols became the centre of worship for generations to come. There
wasn't a single king who turned away from this false worship or removed these calf idols. 

Yet the Lord continued to show grace and mercy to this renegade Northern Kingdom. Turn
for a moment to 2 Kings 14:23-27. Confusingly, there is by now another Jeroboam on the
throne of Israel, this time called Jeroboam son of Jehoash. As we can see he behaved exactly
as the kings who had gone before him. But the Lord hasn't given up on His people. 

What role does Jonah play in the life of the kingdom?
Why does the Lord show such favour to people who clearly don't seem to deserve it?

The short answer is that the Lord is as much a God of grace in the Old Testament as He is in
the New Testament.  He does  not  bless  us  as  we deserve,  otherwise  none  of  us  would
receive His blessing. 

Jonah's  ministry  was  clearly  associated  with  the  restoration  of  the  kingdom  of  Israel.
Imagine then how he must have been felt when he was told to go to the arch-enemy of
Israel, Assyria. How dare the Lord want to bless them too!

Some background: For about three hundred years the Assyrian empire was the regional
superpower. The empire took vigorous action against its enemies, and the second book of
Kings  tells  how  they  turned  Israel  into  a  vassal  state,  and  eventually  conquered  the
Northern Kingdom in 722BC. Its capital was the city of Nineveh, in modern-day Iraq, and
its ruins can be found on the Eastern outskirts of modern-day Mosul. As we shall see later
on, Nineveh was itself destroyed in 612BC, but in Jonah's days, possibly about 150 years
earlier, no-one ever imagined it would one day become a ruin. 

So when Jonah hears God calling him to preach to Nineveh, his first reaction is to head in
the opposite direction. It takes a storm, and three days and night in the sea, possibly in the
depths of a whale, for Jonah to recognise that running away from the Lord is not a good
idea. 

Let's pick up his story in Jonah 3 and 4.



Why did Jonah's message have such a powerful effect on the people of Nineveh?

After all,  the people of  Nineveh had their  own gods and why should they listen to the
prophet from a land they had defeated? Perhaps there is bit of a clue in the king's orders in
chapter 3,  verse 8, commanding everyone to give up their  evil  ways and their  violence.
Despite the fact the city looked prosperous and successful, beneath the surface there was
plenty that was wrong. (Do you see any modern-day parallels?) 

But  ultimately  the  story  of  Jonah  is  about  God's  unexpected  grace.  We never  know in
advance whose lives the Lord will touch. The people of Nineveh heard a message of divine
judgement  and they  took  action.  And because  our  God is  a  God of  immense  love  and
compassion, we are told in chapter 3, verse 10, that He did not bring about the disaster He
had threatened. God always responds with mercy to those who have a genuine change of
heart and turn to Him. 

We often think Jonah ran away because he was afraid of going to Nineveh. But what was
the real reason, according to Jonah 4:1-3? What message is there here for us?

Jonah wanted a God who only showed His mercy to the people of Israel. He did not want a
God who also showed love and mercy to their enemies. And after all that the Assyrians had
done to his homeland, perhaps his reaction was understandable. But the message of the
Bible is to love our enemies, because we all have one heavenly Father (see Matthew 5:43-
48), and we are called to show to everyone the same love that He has first shown to us. 

Look at the story of Jonah's vine. How does the Lord show Jonah that his priorities are
wrong?

Jonah is angry with God because the vine is destroyed and his shade has gone. He is also
angry with God because the city in front of him remains standing, despite the message he
has preached. We so often get angry with God because we do not get what we want. Jonah
wanted an easy life and He wanted God to do something about those nasty people living in
Nineveh. Perhaps, if we're honest, we are more like Jonah than we care to admit. 

But the message of Jonah is that God wants us to concentrate more on His priorities. How
would it be if our prayers were centred not so much on our own ease and comfort, but for
the Lord to have mercy on the people among whom in which we live? What, if like Jesus, we
wept over the city and pleaded for Him to have mercy? Even on those people who seem the
most unlikely to respond to the good news of Jesus Christ? 
 
Look at how Jesus uses the story of Jonah in Matthew 12:38-41. How is Jonah's message
still relevant today? 

Sadly not everyone will respond like the people of Nineveh to the good news of Jesus Christ.
The Pharisees saw what Jesus did, and they heard His teaching. But they did not repent, and
in the end they came under judgement. Yes, the story of Jonah is about God's unexpected
grace, but as we shall see when we come to look at Hosea next time, we have to reckon
with the consequences when that grace is spurned and rejected.  


